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ABSTRACT
Cannibalism – notorious for its gory, violent and uncomfortable content – has been an
underappreciated topic relegated to the margins of film scholarship. What little film literature
exists on the subject focuses on the human subject in the context of wider social, economic and
political structures. However invaluable and impressive this scholarship may be, it mostly
overlooks the ways cannibalism addresses the nonhuman (e.g. animals, plant life, nature) and,
more importantly, the human’s relation to the nonhuman, even though such themes are staples of
contemporary cannibal movies. My dissertation aims to correct this oversight by examining the
representation of animals and animality in contemporary cannibal movies. I identify a certain
trend across a collection of movies that blurs the divide between the human and nonhuman– a

boundary at the heart of current normative perceptions of, and practices toward, animals that
leads to their discrimination, commodification and consumption as food, clothing, furniture and
objects of science. In this posthuman application, cannibalism becomes a fundamentally nonviolent and ethically oriented trope that problematizes speciesism and anthropocentrism and
reconfigures sensibilities about humans’ consumption of animals. By envisioning humans as
human food sources, posthuman cannibalism skillfully associates cannibalism with carnism,
which renders visible the consumed animals of the meat industry and invites viewers to reflect
on their meat eating and other animal consumptive practices. My work also explores the ways in
which cannibalism and posthuman agency help us rethink our relation to the human other in light
of speciesism’s interrelatedness to racism, classism and sexism.
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1 INTRODUCTION
Go to the meat-market of a Saturday night and see the crowds of live bipeds staring
up at the long rows of dead quadrupeds. Does not that sight take a tooth out of the
cannibal’s jaw? Cannibals? Who is not a cannibal?
—Herman Melville, Moby-Dick
This dissertation is informed by views and ethical positions I began forming as a 17-year-old
undergraduate student, as well as the process through which I formed them. I entered university
as an Economics-Business major because I assumed this would lead me to a reputable career. In
my first Business class, the professor half-jokingly explained “in this class you will learn how to
fuck people over” (from the Turkish translation: “bu derste insanları nasıl düzeceğinizi
öğreneceksiniz”). Thus, I began to realize I had signed up to be a complicit participant in a
predatory market economy. Fortunately, I befriended progressive students who introduced me to
Marxist political economy, and soon I was supplementing my classes with much more
meaningful economic and political discussions in the university’s canteen.
Because Economics focused more on mathematical proofs and theorems than on the
mechanics of fucking people over, I switched from Economics-Business to just Economics. But
something was still off. The Economics theorems, proofs and problems I encountered in my
classes were all based on the assumption of a rational, selfish individual driven to maximize his
share/profit in any given (and usually imaginary) situation. In one breakout session for a Macro
Economics class, the teaching assistant sketched a question on the board about the distribution of
some apples among individuals, imagining each individual to be fundamentally selfish. A
classmate raised his hand and asked why we always have to assume a selfish agent determined to
maximize their apples. Can’t they just take from the sack however many apples they need? Our
TA’s response, that we must make this assumption to solve the problem correctly, struck me as
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decidedly unpersuasive. My gut was telling me I was still in the wrong field and would need to
find meaning and fulfillment elsewhere.
I began overloading my schedule a wide an array of electives, and finally I hit the mark – a
class on Science Fiction film changed my life. I can still vividly recall my awe at professor Selim
Eyüboğlu’s discussion of Ridley Scott’s Blade Runner – the implicit meanings he revealed
through a detailed analysis of images. The realization that a movie is so much more than meets
the eye, and has so much to offer beyond entertainment value, thrilled me. I was positively
euphoric as I printed out that week’s assigned readings on the film (which I had neglected to read
prior to my professor’s compelling lecture) and soaked them up in the library. It was then that I
found my chosen profession. Rather than Economics, a discipline that chided me to suppress
obvious questions about the nature of individuals and society, Film Studies provided me with the
freedom and creative space to critically engage with the prevailing capitalist ideology to which I
could not bring myself to passively assimilate.
Years later, my epiphany concerning the economic system intertwined with another
formative realization. Shortly after I left my home country of Turkey to pursue a master’s degree
in the United States at Ohio University, an American I became close friends with drew my
attention to the contradiction between my professed love of animals and my carnivorous diet
(what Jeff Mannes terms “the meat paradox”). My friend’s words were shocking and made me
uncomfortable. I could not believe how oblivious I had been of my own actions. Yet a part of me
still was resistant to the idea of giving up familiar meals. Turkish cuisine was a vital connection
to my home that made living in a foreign country more bearable. Yet I came to understand that,
with some dedicated effort, I could refrain from causing unnecessary harm to animals while still
enjoying a modified Turkish diet. I gradually stopped eating meat and became a vegetarian.
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Years later, these ideas culminated in a food truck business that my husband and I
launched in Athens, Ohio. Based off of the Turkish kumpir, a popular street food dish made from
baked potatoes. served with cold and hot toppings, we came up with an internationally-themed,
vegetarian menu borrowing from Turkish, Greek, Mexican, Indian and American cuisines.
Especially during large festivals, the business did great and drew a large, enthusiastic crowd. But
sadly, despite our success at periodic large festivals and the joy we got out of this job, our
business was not profitable enough to cover our living expenses and my educational expenses
year around.
Of course, other people may react differently to the same information and end up not
finding fault with either capitalism or carnism. My dissertation aims to make the reader
conscious of underlying meaning contained within the texts I examine, so that the reader will
become more conscious of the images and culture they are consuming and increase their capacity
for making informed decisions – just as I was affected by my classmates’ interrogation of liberal
economic theory, my professor’s lecture on Blade Runner, and my friends’ discussion of the
meat paradox.
Many unwritten norms shape our behavior. We learn them in the house we were born
into, from the parent who raised us and the culture in which we grew up. Turkish psychology
professor Doğan Cüceloğlu argues in his book, Gerçek Özgürlük, that culture and its contents
condition us to perform often like ‘culture robots,’ and a person’s “real freedom” (the book title’s
English translation) starts with a person’s realization of their ‘robotic’ behaviors. As a child
nobody put me in a position to decide whether I would eat meat or not. As a result, two lifechanging epiphanies central to my identity and daily behavior happened by chance. I cannot help
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but wonder who I would have become had I not randomly met certain people. I could just as
easily be a shallower and less free version of myself today.
When it comes to eating, in particular, I realize there are ethical complications and that,
indeed, there is no completely cruelty-free diet. Though I do not eat meat, as a vegetarian I eat
eggs and cheese. Even though I am purchasing products with the highest approved ethical
standards, I am still contributing to the industrial exploitation of chickens and cows. Even vegans
depend on organic pesticides and farming that eliminates habitats and displaces some animals.
As Mark Braunstein notes in his book, Radical Vegetarianism, “Vegetarians are not a better sort
of people, just a better sort of carnivore; and carnivores are just a better sort of cannibal” (17).
(While this quote highlights that ethical eating is a matter of degree, it also touches on possible
associations between carnism and cannibalism – a subject I examine in-depth in this
dissertation.) In response to Braunstein, Carrie Freeman notes that she “has come to realize that
there is no ethical stance that is universally perfect or without contradiction at some level”
(Framing 259). I totally agree. At the bare minimum, people simply should be given the chance
to decide which stance that they will take. For that to happen, though, people must become
conscious of what they have previously taken for granted.
At the same time, I think most people would want to avoid directly harming another
sentient being, and I think cannibalism in cinema has a unique potential to confront carnists like
my former self with what they have been doing to animals by positioning human carnists as both
the cannibal’s meal and the cannibal.
Obviously, my political and ethical values inform my readings of cannibalism in cinema.
The readings I offer highlight the progressive, subversive potential that underlies the idea of
cannibalism. While other readings of the films I examine are possible (especially if informed by
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values other than my own), I nevertheless argue that the cues I highlight are undeniably present
within cannibalism in cinema. What I have done is to unearth these cues and make them more
apparent. If my readings of these cues are not widely held, they are not entirely novel either.
Quite the contrary, they are in line with the readings and intentions of some of the filmmakers
whose works I examine. For example, here is what Tobe Hooper has to say about the animals in
TCM:
I had an experience in a restaurant one time where there was a large trolley with
beef being carved up, and I just transposed different images onto it. Like, what if
there was a nice little cow there with a bowtie and a knife carving up humans. I
was a vegetarian for a couple of years after that. And I guess on the drive from
Austin to Dallas on the weekends, I’d pass this slaughterhouse. It’s the same
slaughterhouse that’s in the movie, actually. It always disturbed me. It became a
part of the psychology of the film. (Mulleavy)
Furthermore, even in the case of Antiviral, which seems to be about anything but animals simply
because there are no animals in the film, the cannibal movie is nonetheless actually about
animals. As Brandon Cronenberg declares in a 2013 interview:
One theme in the film is that divide between celebrities as media constructs, and
then the human being, which is almost completely unrelated, in a way. That
celebrity is a fiction in the media, and then there is the animal underneath, which
is living and dying and decaying. (Lambie)
However, even if Hooper and Cronenberg had said their films had nothing to do with animals,
the declaration of their intent would not undermine or invalidate my readings. As a film scholar,
my role is to uncover the meaning of a work of art from within the work’s formal structure,
regardless of a filmmaker’s stated intent. Therefore, in my case studies I focus on how the films
construct the human-animal relationship within the extreme conditions of cannibalism to show
when and how such constructs either affirm or challenge (and sometime both affirm and
challenge) common behaviors and practices toward animals. In doing so, I hope to present the
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reader with a compelling argument that cannibalism in film offers a refreshing and provocative
take on widely unexamined assumptions and practices.
1.1

Theoretical Framework

Cannibalism has been a relatively neglected subject in film scholarship, relegated to the margins
of critical discussion. This might be because, except for a few notable classics such as The Texas
Chainsaw Massacre (1974 – hereafter TCM) and Silence of the Lambs (1991), movies featuring
cannibalism have been perceived as low-quality entertainment. Cannibalism itself is a deeply
entrenched and perhaps even culturally universal taboo, and one which is likely to be portrayed
through graphic depictions of extreme violence. Perhaps cannibalism is just too uncomfortable a
subject for many film scholars.
What little film scholarship exists on the topic focuses on the human subject in the
context of wider social, economic and political structures. For instance, in Cannibalism in Film
and Literature, Jennifer Brown traces the history and evolution of cannibalism through certain
works of film and literature to show how and why cannibal figures have gradually evolved from
being representations of the outsider (cannibal as the other, the colonial) to representations of the
insider (cannibal as us, the Western man) with the progression to the modern age. In line with
Brown’s second category Robin Wood interprets cannibals within us, such as the slaughterhouse
cannibal family in TCM, as a means for social critique of American culture that comments on the
repression, exploitation and degradation of certain people (e.g. working class, homosexuals) in
civil societies under capitalism. Building on Wood’s argument, Cynthia Baron in Appetites and
Anxieties discusses how cannibal movies are critical of the difficult economic situation of the
working class by making visible the labor-intensive stages of their meal consumption
(procurement, preparation and preservation).
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However valuable these studies are, they all fail to discuss the ways cannibalism in film
addresses the nonhuman (e.g. animals, plant life and nature more broadly) and the human’s
relation to the nonhuman, even though such images and themes are prevalent in cannibal movies.
As a matter of fact, readings predominantly revolving around the human subject are not specific
to film scholarship of cannibalism but are indicative of the dominant anthropocentric tendency in
film criticism, which has only begun to shift in recent years thanks to Critical Animal Studies
(CAS), Posthumanism, Disability Studies and Intersectionality. This project is an attempt to fill
the void in cannibal scholarship, to bring the cannibal theme from the periphery to the center of
film scholarship and to grant cannibalism in cinema the critical attention it deserves.
Cannibalism in film, I hope to show, frequently reveals to us both the social construction and
possible reconstructions of our species.
The central aim of this project is to place cannibalism within these debates in order to
gain insight into how the cannibal trope formulates the relationship between humans and animals
(and nature by extension). To this end, conceptual and aesthetic techniques used to put human
and nonhuman subjects in conversation will be identified and discussed. The projection of
animality onto human figures –the conceptual animalization of human figure(s)— is one such
prominent technique. The way animality arises in cannibal films may be through the literal
and/or figurative consumption of the human body. Humans may treat other humans like animals
and eat them. In other instances, humans may not be literally eaten but may be degraded to
animals and subjected to exploitation, medical experimentation and/or enslavement. These
imaginings may constitute meaningful engagement with animality that brings the spectator closer
to animals by reminding them of their own animality. Some may animalize the killer (e.g.
cannibals) by associating them with predatory animals. In these cases, animality acts as a catalyst
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to blur the Cartesian divide between human and animal. Depending on the ideological orientation
of the individual movie, this transgression of the human/animal boundary may work towards
subverting the normalized conception of human-animal relations, it may reaffirm those relations,
or it may do both.
According to Peter Singer, “speciesism” is at the heart of humans’ harmful relationship
with animals. Speciesism is defined by Singer as “a prejudice or attitude of bias in favor of the
interests of members of one’s own species and against those of members of other species” (6).
We eat animals because we do not consider animals as members of our own species. This also
explains why we do not prey upon other humans – it is because we perceive them as members of
our own species. An animal that ends up on our dinner plate, on the other hand, is not perceived
as having been one of us. Indeed, most of the time, it is not even perceived as having been a
sentient being before its form was obliterated and it was turned into meat or another consumer
product.
Melanie Joy argues that the speciesist outlook that determines our perceptions and actions
turns humans into “unnatural born killers.” “Unnatural” because human physiology is not
evolved to kill, tear to pieces and eat the flesh of other species; instead, eating meat is a learned
behavior that we come to regard as natural. We live at the expense of animals. Most products
humans consume on a daily basis are made up of or derived from animal bodies: meat, dairy,
clothes, furniture, shoes, cosmetics, household products, medicine and so on. For Joy, what
makes animals expendable for us is the fact that we are born into an invisible belief system,
which Joy names “carnism,” in which “eating certain animals is considered ethical and
appropriate” (29-30). The first indicator of carnism’s invisibility, according to Joy, is that prior
to her work this culinary philosophy had not been named whereas many of its counterparts, such
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as vegetarianism, have been.1 Furthermore, carnism’s conceptual invisibility comes from its
physical invisibility: the establishments, mechanisms and processes for turning live animals into
products are literally hidden from public sight. Although billions of animals are killed for human
consumption every year, the facilities integral to the entire process through which animals are
turned into meat –including the farming, transportation, slaughter and butchering of livestock –
are all kept out of public view. Finally, invisibility operates on a psychological level as well,
according to Joy. To alleviate any level of emotional or psychological discomfort, people of the
Global North tend to generate apathy by numbing their thoughts and feelings about the animal
they are eating (“psychological numbing”). I deal with this mental aspect in my first chapter to
show how posthumanist cannibalism attempts to tease these numbed thoughts and emotions
regarding food animals.
Carnist culture, having molded perceptions towards animals, leads humans to establish
certain (speciesist) relations with animals that we then come to believe are natural and normal. In
the US, for instance, people primarily eat cattle, pigs, some birds, fish, and some marine
crustaceans, while refraining from eating most of the animal kingdom, including the dogs and
cats that are our companion animals. While, for most Americans, the thought of consuming beef,
pork, turkey and chicken is perfectly fine, the thought of eating a dog or a cat would instantly
evoke repulsion, even though there is nothing fundamentally different between these two groups
of animals except their physiologies. In China or Korea, for instance, it is a culinary custom to
eat cats and dogs whereas in the US cats and dogs are perceived only as pets. Therefore, the
Yulin Festival, in which festival goers eat dogs and cats, is a normal occurrence to Chinese

1

Joy notes that a carnist is not the same as a carnivore. A carnivore is an animal that must eat meat to
survive whereas a carnist—a human who eats meat— eats meat out of choice, not necessity.
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people. But the same festival attracts great opposition from Americans every year. An instance
like the Yulin Festival is important because –similar to when a glitch takes place inside the
Matrix—it creates a fissure on the surface of the habitual, exposing an inconsistency of meat
eating and the precarious status of animals within it. One nation’s pet is another nation’s meal.
This precariousness of animals – that is, the changeability of animals’ fates within and
across cultures— echoes Akira Lippit’s declaration of animals as ideal figures of “destabilized
subjectivity.” For Lippit, animals have been compelling figures of modernity and, by extension,
history, yet they had been “denied the status of conscious subject” which makes them ideal
figures of destabilized subjectivity (Electric 25). Animals’ denied status as subjects in actual life
versus their representation as subjects in cinema and TV shows (e.g. King Kong (2005), The Lion
King (1994), Ice Age (2002), Planet of the Apes (1968), BoJack Horseman (2014-2020)) also
attests to such destabilized subjectivity. In this incongruence between the real and reel status of
animals, Lippit notes the latter takes over the reality of animals thereby constructing animal as
the antithesis of human (Gregersdotter et al. 2).
Perhaps no genre relies on depicting animals as humans’ adversaries as much as horror.
In Massacred by Mother Nature: Exploring the Natural Horror Film, Lee Gambin argues that
nature and animals are mostly depicted as humans’ adversaries in Natural Horror Cinema, a
subgenre of horror, by tracing primary examples of nature-gone-amok movies through the 50s
(e.g. Them! (1954) and Tarantula (1955)), 60s (e.g. The Birds (1963)) and 70s (e.g. Jaws
(1975)). In the anthology Animal Horror Cinema, Katarina Gregersdotter, Johan Höglund and
Nicklas Hållén build on Gambin’s idea of the nature-human dynamic and Lippit’s preliminary
assessment to argue for animal horror cinema’s double and adverse operation of disruption and
inscription of the human-animal divide, despite such narratives’ consistent portrayal of animal as
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human’s adversary. In their conception, animal horror movies (at least the ones the authors of
this collection analyze) can be a means of opening up a space in which the human-animal
relation is not necessarily normative but also subversive/transgressive.
Michael Fuchs argues in his chapter of this collection that this non-normative space
opens up unintentionally due to technological incapacities that cause the movies he selects to fail
to mimic the realism of their animal antagonists, thereby revealing the constructedness of the
imagery and counteracting the movie’s intended message. He argues that such unintended
moments have a strong enough effect on viewers to substantially change their human-animal
relations or to at least cause them to reevaluate their relationships, as opposed to viewers simply
overlooking such moments as technical glitches. As I will show, a similar issue takes place in
cannibal movies, where an exaggerated, unrealistic depiction of animals as antagonistic conflicts
with the movie’s message about animals. Yet while technical glitches do have the potential to
disrupt a particular movie’s inclination towards a certain view of animals and human-animal
relations, spectators may choose to disregard such glitches as insignificant and still align with
these movies’ overarching negative orientation towards animals and nature. To rely, for the most
part, on technological incapacities of movies for the emergence of progressive views may be
asking too much, and at the very least, raises the question of what will help the audience break
away from animal horror movie’s normative approach to animal-human divide when digital
technology advances to the point where we can no longer distinguish such technological glitches,
such as with the immaculate digital representation of sharks in 47 Meters Down (2017).
Responding to Singer’s call for “a much more fundamental change in the way we think
about animals” (14), this dissertation will strive to show that cannibalism has the potential to
tease out and transgress the normative human-animal divide to critically address present attitudes
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and practices toward animals. It has the potential to recover on the screen the reality of animals
in actuality by exposing their status as precarious and vulnerable, and by revealing our attitudes
towards them as incongruent and cruel. Unlike animal horror movies, cannibal movies mostly
refrain from portraying animals as humans’ adversaries – a role that justifies human’s violence
toward and hegemony over animals. Offering a wider and more true-to life range of humananimal relations, cannibal movies represent animals as restrained and at humans’ mercy (e.g.
TCM (1974), Raw (2016); as food sources (e.g. TCM (1974), The Bad Batch (2016),
Delicatessen (1991)); as co-existing with humans (e.g. The Green Inferno (2013), The Neon
Demon (2016), Embrace of the Serpent (2015)); as absent (Antiviral) (2012)); as extinct (e.g.
Soylent Green (1973), or as on the brink of extinction in the aftermath of an environmental
catastrophe caused by humans (e.g. Hell (2011), The Bad Batch (2016), The Road (2009)). Such
depictions of animal-human relationships subvert the myth of ‘animal as the threat to human,’
replacing it with concepts of ‘human as the threat to itself, to animals and to nature.’
By placing a human being, rather than an animal, as the predator, cannibal films for the
most part dispense with the need for animal-human antinomy that animal horror cinema relies
upon and thereby allow space for a more natural and true- to- life depiction of the animal subject
to flourish. These films have the potential to replace the animal as human’s adversary with the
animal as human’s kin and, moreover, to question the normative anthropocentric and speciesist
practice of humans consuming animals. That said, this positioning of humans rather than animals
as predators does not necessarily guarantee that animals will be portrayed as nonthreatening.
Nevertheless, cannibalism in film has the potential to reshape the way humans conceive of and
relate to animals.

13

The speciesist outlook on animals originates from a long tradition of humanism since
Descartes conceiving of the human subject as separate and above other life forms at the center of
the universe. Starting from the end of the twentieth century, a portion of humanities began to
move beyond the “traditional sovereign, coherent and autonomous human” that sharply divides
human from other lifeforms (animal, plant life, bacteria, etc.) to an alternative way of thinking –
Posthumanism—that advocates for an inclusive understanding of life that sees human and other
lifeforms as co-evolving, entangled, and in a lateral (instead of hierarchical) relationship (Nayar
11). Bodies, identities, and subjects are not pure, self-contained entities but result from
interspecies assemblages, mergers and assimilations:
In lieu of traditional humanism's species-identity, treated as self-contained and
unique, critical posthumanism focuses on interspecies identity; instead of the
former's focus on the human, critical posthumanism sees the humanimal. (Nayar
15)
In restructuring human’s biased and hierarchical relation to animals, Rosi Braidotti calls for a
radical repositioning of the human subject by acknowledging and estranging from conventional
vision of the self. She calls this a “bioegalitarian turn” that causes us “to relate to animals as
animals ourselves” in an effort to “bypass the metaphysics of substance and its corollary, the
dialectics of otherness” (526). Braidotti’s call is in line with scholars including Donna Haraway,
Carrie P. Freeman and Vandana Shiva, who propose terms –Oddkin, Humanimal and Biopiracy
respectively— that reject the humanist visions of the self and instead embrace the
interrelationality between human and nonhumans in domains of language, science and media.
Recent scholarship also sees our perception and treatment of animals as a precursor to
how we perceive and treat each other. If humans are speciesist and perceive animal life as
expendable, then some humans will also discriminate against other humans, such as in genocide,
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slavery and racism (Nayar 4). Cary Wolfe underscores this connection in Animal Rites:
American Culture, the Discourses of Species, and Posthumanist Theory:
As long as this humanist and speciesist structure of subjectivization remains
intact, and as long as it is institutionally taken for granted that it is alright to
systematically exploit and kill non-human animals simply because of their
species, then the humanist discourse of species will always be available for use by
some humans against other humans as well, to countenance violence against the
social other of whatever species— or gender, or race, or class, or sexual
difference. (8)
Carol Adams, who in Sexual Politics of Meat paved the way for the women-animal connection in
feminist scholarship, argued that animals’ oppression resembles and is linked to women’s
oppression in patriarchal societies, where both women and animals are objectified and consumed
by men (animals physically; women figuratively). Similarly, in her collection Sistah Vegan:
Black Female Vegans Speak on Food, Identity, Health and Society, Breeze Harper discusses how
speciesism, racism and colonialism are inextricably linked. Harper believes that food plays a
direct role in social injustices such as exploitation, racism and classism. Sugar, meat, caffeine
and dairy products, fundamentals of a standard American diet, are in fact addictive like cocaine
and threaten the health of Americans, especially poor, working class African Americans, who
have poor access to proper health information and resources, leading them to heart disease,
diabetics and obesity (Harper 25). The growth hormones and antibiotics contained in meat, dairy
and other products disrupt the hormonal balance in children and negatively impact the
reproductive health of women. African American women’s reproductive system is especially
susceptible to such disease, not only due to toxic chemicals absorbed from processed food, but
also due to genetic predisposition stemming from the centuries long trauma of sexual violation
their ancestors had by being raped and forcibly bred, and by having to breast feed their masters’
offspring (53). As common experiences of the collective authors show, women of color often
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maintain this standard diet in order to accommodate their carnivore, junk food eating family
members, romantic partners, friends and community institutions.
According to Harper, consumption of such food items not only harms the health of
Americans but also helps support the suffering, exploitation and enslavement other lives abroad.
Consumption of sugar-laden products (Coke, muffins, donuts) means exploitation of low-income
people of color in Central and South America working on plantations and factories to extract and
manufacture these products. These addictive items serve as a tool for racism and colonialism.
Harper notes:
We're hurting ourselves and exploiting and enslaving others—nonhuman animals
and humans—in a way that is similar to colonialism; similar to when many of our
African ancestors were torn from their communities and shipped to the Caribbean
and Americas to chop cane for the production of sucrose and rum for addicted
Europeans: an entire nation whose civilization rested on the shoulders of the
savage African and indigenous American slaves to harvest their drug. (44-5)
As Harper points out colonialism and racism also have to do with enslaving animals, which not
only puts animals through a life of misery but also depletes the world of natural resources and
destroys the land. Livestock and dairy farming destroy rainforests, wipe out native rainforest
tribes and overconsume and contaminate water supplies (49). Consequently, this
disproportionately effects low-income communities of color, as they face the most immediate
consequence of environmental destruction given that the decimated and polluted lands to grow
such food are in the Global South. To decolonize bodies of color nationally and globally, Harper
suggests mindful and compassionate consumptive practices such as purchasing products labeled
fair trade or organic, but also, more importantly, by practicing veganism, which rejects
consuming products—dietary or non-dietary— made from an animal source.
Harper points out that Black Americans usually take offense at associations made
between Blacks and animals in animal rights campaigns. She draws upon a PETA campaign ad,
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to which many Black Americans’ took offense that inspired her to write Sistah Vegan. The ad
juxtaposes the exploitation and torture of animals in meat industry with images of atrocities from
African slavery, Native American genocide and the Jewish Holocaust in order to advocate for an
end to animal cruelty. The majority of commentators thought People for the Ethical Treatment of
Animals (PETA) organizers to be white racists who see Black people “on the same level as
animals” (13). Blacks’ taking offense comes partly from the ad failing to provide sufficient
historical context “for why they use certain images that are connected to a painful history of
racially motivated violence against particular nonwhite, racialized humans” and partly from the
legacy of speciesism that taught Blacks, like people of other races, to regard animals as
expendable (14). Citing Marjorie Spiegel, Harper notes:
Comparing the suffering of animals to that of Blacks (or any other oppressed
group) is offensive only to the speciesist: one who has embraced the false notions
of what animals are like. Those who are offended by comparison to a fellow
sufferer have unquestioningly accepted the biased world view presented by the
masters. To deny our similarities to animals is to deny and undermine our own
power. It is to continue actively struggling to prove to our masters, past or
present, that we are similar to those who have abused us, rather than to our fellow
victims, those whom our masters have also victimized. (14)
Just as Harper sees veganism as a tool to combat overlapping human and nonhuman
oppressions, I see the ‘cannibal’ trope being a similar catalyst, that if used correctly, can be a
means for critically addressing all or some forms of the aforementioned injustice. By disturbing
human-animal divide, and hence switching roles, the trope has the potential to confront viewers
with their own normalized speciesist practices (e.g. consuming animals) and perhaps without
even offending viewers.
Like Harper, Andrea Smith draw parallels between the interconnections of intra-human
discrimination against Native Americans and the speciesist attitude toward animals. In her book,
Conquest: Sexual Violence and American Indian Genocide, Smith discusses the ways in which
Native Americans –and, in particular, Native women— are negatively impacted through a

17

variety of state-sponsored activities, including environmental contamination of Native lands,
forced sterilization, medical experiments and insufficient attention to crimes committed against
Native Americans. According to Smith, the way Native Americans and their lands are being
treated—inferior and expendable— is analogous to the way food or lab animals are perceived
and treated:
Unlike Native people who see animals as beings deserving of bodily integrity and,
furthermore, view their identities as inseparable from the rest of creation,
colonizers see animals as rapable and expendable. By extension, because
colonizers viewed Indian identity as inextricably linked to animal and plant life,
Native people have been seen as rapable, and deserving of destruction and
mutilation. This equation between animals and Native people continues. (117)
The ideological strategy of the colonial/patriarchal mindset is to consign this dehumanization
(animalization) of Native Americans on to Native Americans themselves as if this was their
characteristic. This is evident in Winona LaDuke’s experience, a Native American economist
and author. When she ran for the office of the Vice President as Ralph Nader’s running mate, the
New York Times referred to LaDuke as an Indian activist from a reservation in Minnesota, “who
butchers deer and beaver on her kitchen table” (Smith xvii).
This attitude or method of inversion toward indigenous people recalls the cannibal myth
that William Arens argued to have been created for Europe’s colonization of the Caribs. In The
Man-Eating Myth: Anthropology and Anthropophagy, Arens explains how ‘cannibal,’ a term
coined upon Europeans’ discovery of the Americas, is a product of colonial domination. The
word ‘cannibalism’ drives from the Spanish word Caribs, a West Indies tribe in the Americas. In
time, ‘Caribs’ morphed into ‘Canibs’ and eventually cannibals. Upon their discovery of the New
World, Europeans accused indigenous peoples (primarily Caribs) of savagery via cannibalism
(an idea Europeans subsequently applied to Africans as well) in order to pacify, subjugate and
enslave these indigenous inhabitants. Caribbeans conceived of as cannibals were shipped to
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distant lands for mining operations or plantations for their Spanish masters, and Christopher
Columbus himself began spearheading these happenings (44-48). He was directly involved in the
capturing and sending of Caribs to Spain for slavery “with a message from Columbus that he was
doing so for the sake of their souls” (48). Reducing the native population, including the Caribs,
to savages (man-eaters) helped justify European conquest and enslavement and genocide of the
indigenous. From this perspective, colonizers actually consumed the indigenous people and their
land, not the other way around.
Early First World cinema and literature, in majority, affirmed the legacy of European
colonialist and Eurocentric thinking, utilizing cannibalism to legitimize the colonialist discourse.
Various early conventional literary and filmic narratives assumed the perspective of the
discoverer/colonizer and represented indigenous people negatively (as savages, sorcerers, beasts)
while portraying Europeans positively (as civilized, scientific and virtuous) in legitimizing the
European conquest. These conventional narratives are subverted by artists and intellectuals of
both the Third and the First world. The landmark is Brazilian modernists of the 1920s who
utilized the cannibal trope to resist such colonial imaginary in what turned out to be the Brazilian
Anthropophagy Movement. Two Brazilian writers and friends, Oswald de Andrade and Raul
Bopp, initiated this movement. Oswald wrote and published the movement’s manifesto,
“Cannibalist Manifesto,” upon being inspired by his wife Tarsila do Amaral’s famous painting
‘Abaporu’ (meaning “the man who eats people” in Tupinamba language) which Tarsila gave
Oswald as a birthday present in 1928. That same year Bopp published his book Cobra Norato.
The movement advocated forming a genuine national culture through critically devouring the
imported (European) cultural products only to transform the adversary’s aesthetics and
techniques to serve an anti-colonial and anti-bourgeois agenda (Johnson and Stam 82). Robert
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Stam and Ella Shohat liken this counter technique –in this case, the use of the cannibal metaphor
as a critique of European domination— to an artistic jujitsu that they call “media jujitsu.” Like a
practitioner of the martial art Jujitsu, these Brazilian artists “assume the force of the dominant
discourse only to deploy that force against domination” (328). Several decades later, in 1971,
Nelson Pereira Dos Santos’s How Tasty was My Frenchman resurrects “The Cannibalist
Manifesto” for a critique of colonialism. The film is about a Frenchman who is abducted and
then eventually killed and eaten by Tupinamba Indians. The movie is partly influenced by the
Dutch gunner Hans Staden who was similarly captured by Tupinamba but was able to escape to
tell his story. The film makes use of the “captive witness,” a sub-genre of adventure or travel
literature that Staden also uses in his book, for an antithesis of these prior captivity narratives, to
offer an aesthetic strategy that separate the viewer from the colonialist perspective (Johnson and
Stam 191).
European filmmakers also utilized the cannibal metaphor as a critique of Europe itself.
From French New Wave art films like Godard’s Weekend (1967) and Pasolini’s Porcile (1969),
to O’Rourke’s ethnographic documentary Cannibal Tours (1988) and to surrealist black comedy
Delicatessen (1992), prominent works associate cannibalism with the West. In a similar vein, the
Italian cannibal films of the 1970s addressed the West rather than the East as the real cannibals.
Western travelers who embark on a journey to explore the land of the cannibalistic Amazonian
tribespeople end up plundering and consuming the native land, which blurs the distinction
between the savages and the civilized. Even though the filmmakers of the cannibal boom
claimed to have shot the movies to debunk Western domination and the colonial mentality, they
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are critiqued for being racist and exploitative (of natives, women and actual wild animals) and
therefore have been accused of perpetuating what they attempted to critique. 2
The long-standing history of cannibal fiction in literature and film has been critically
elaborated in comprehensive works, including by Jennifer Brown in Cannibalism in Literature
and Film and by Stam and Shohat in Unthinking Eurocentrism. Therefore, I will not be going
through this established history in detail. Rather, in light of this history, my goal will be to find
out how contemporary films respond to and mediate the colonial discourse and previous
depictions of the indigenous, their terrain and cannibalism. Do these films reproduce the colonial
myth, offer an alternative, or do both? What role does cannibalism and its representation play in
establishing the relationship between people of the Global North and other humans and animals?
Even though both the indigenous peoples and animals (along with nature) have had to
share the fate of serving white settler colonialism, Philip Armstrong in his article “The
Postcolonial Animal” observes that underprivileged humans and cultures received too much
attention and the animal received little attention within Postcolonial Studies. Animals have been
used for food, clothing, furniture, lamp oil and a myriad of other products consumed by humans
and still continue to be used today for consumer capitalism. Armstrong suspects this is because
any apparent comparison between the plight of colonized people and animals risks offending
colonized peoples by appearing to degrade their status to subhuman. Indeed, according to
Harper, this was precisely the criticism members of the African American community lodged
against PETA’s advertising campaign. To address animals while avoiding this pitfall, Armstrong
proposes that instead of focusing on commonalities between the suffering of animals and people

For a critical discussion of various Italian cannibal films during this era, see Jennifer Brown’s
Cannibalism in Film and Literature and Jay Slater’s Eaten Alive!: Italian Cannibal and Zombie Movies.
2
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within colonialism, Postcolonial Studies and Animal Studies instead jointly focus on the
common enemy that both colonized human and nonhuman subjects face: the prevalent notion of
the humanist self that revolves around “a rational individual self or ego” (414). What drove the
“civilizing” mission of European Enlightenment “including the passivation of both savage
cultures and savage nature” was this notion of “modern humanist and imperializing ego” (qtd. in
Armstrong 414). Despite Enlightenment ideology’s attempts to pin down the animal as a passive
object, Armstrong argues, the animal “demonstrates its agency” and resists its own and the
colonial terrain’s representations as passive objects, as blank slates “in multiple and
unpredictable ways from a network of interactions between human, animal and environmental
actors” (415). In my fourth chapter, I examine the role that non-Western animal, nature and
human subjects play and some instances their inadvertent counteractive agency in movies about
cannibalism.
Also important for my purposes is the similarity in ideologies, methods and experiences
in the colonization and enslavement of Africans and Native Americans. Indeed, as Vincent
Woodard argues in his book, The Delectable Negro: Human Consumption and Homoeroticism
within US Slave Culture, literal and metaphoric cannibalism occurred in African slavery and
plantation culture. Most enslaved Africans, while narrating their experiences, overtly or covertly
referred to their social consumption as them being cannibalized. In some instances masters even
literally ate their slaves (Woodard 12). Therefore, human eating (literal and metaphorical) not
only illuminates the relationship between Europeans and Africans but also establishes a link
between Africans and Native Americans.
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1.2

Method and Purpose

This study uses the aforementioned theories as a framework to analyze a selection of
contemporary movies about cannibalism in order to understand their ideological underpinnings.
By presenting humans as being edible like animals, the cannibal trope blurs the human-animal
divide that lies at the heart of anthropocentrism, the source of discrimination, exploitation and
destruction of nonhuman lifeforms. However, this boundary crossing does not mean every
cannibal movie is necessarily anti-speciesist. The primary research question guiding this study is
how, and to what extent, the cannibal trope might counteract, or conversely support, speciesist
norms by transgressing this human-animal divide.
I hope to show that despite being among the goriest practices depicted in cinema,
cannibalism, in a posthuman application, is fundamentally an ethically-oriented trope that has the
capacity to “reverse the logic of anthropocentric ethics” (Gabardi 4). A collection of movies that
I call ‘posthuman cannibal movies’ disturbs the human-nonhuman divide in a way that
undermines preconceived worldviews of anthropocentrism and speciesism. Through this
disturbance, posthuman cannibalism not only highlights that these normalized concepts are in
fact constructed but also points to a new relation between human and animal based on “empathy
and connectedness” (Castricano 5). In doing so, the cannibal trope potentially reconfigures the
viewers’ sensibilities in ways that lead them to reevaluate their consumption of animals as food,
clothing, adornments, medicine and more.
Around this primary focus, I will develop further linkages and overlaps between crossspecies and intra-human discriminatory practices, as this project sees the ways humans treat
nonhumans as being inseparable from the ways humans treat each other. Therefore, the limits of
the cannibal trope will be examined at the intersections of speciesism, gender, race and class.
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Discrimination and exploitation of animals are interrelated to specific intra-human forms of
discrimination and exploitation. Indeed, cannibal movies depict human-nonhuman relations in a
way that creates a passageway for critical reflection on intra-human oppressions – and vice
versa. Therefore, while keeping the focus on problematizing human-nonhuman relations, I will
discuss specific intra-human relations regarding class, gender and race as they relate to humannonhuman oppression in instances where my selected films create intersections between these
two categories of relations: human-nonhuman and intra-human.
It is important to emphasize that I conceive the cannibal trope not as monolithic, but as a
fluid notion, having the opportunity to serve different ideological ends. Depending on how the
cannibal trope is utilized, it may be a means for subverting the speciesist norms while critiquing
social injustices, or it may covertly legitimize these norms or injustices, or it may simultaneously
do both to varying extents. Other times, the trope may function to draw more attention to certain
social injustices than others. The ideological mechanism that the trope undergirds will vary from
film to film.
As noted at the beginning, I will examine a selection of cannibal films to uncover cues
which I argue support a posthumanist, and more broadly progressive, reading of the films. I also
will point out where such cues are lacking or overshadowed by cues that I argue are more
supportive of conventional or conservative readings. The cues I identify may coincide with or
contradict a filmmaker’s stated intent, and the cues may frequently be overlooked by viewers and
scholars. People who have not identified these cues, or who find different aspects of the films
more compelling, likely will not share my readings.
My reading stance will allow me to point out the coincidence of some filmmakers’
espoused progressive politics and an abundance of cues in their work which support a
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posthumanist reading. For example, earlier I noted Tobe Hooper’s remarks about farm animals
and meat. In what follows, I will examine posthumanist cues within Hooper’s 1974 Texas
Chainsaw Massacre and some of its progeny, including Marcus Nispel’s 2003 The Texas
Chainsaw Massacre.
However, I will not assume a filmmaker’s progressive politics, as stated at a particular
point in time, have carried through to a filmmaker’s subsequent work or to others’ films based on
the filmmaker’s original work. Indeed, in the cases of Kim Henkel’s 1995 Texas Chainsaw
Massacre: The Next Generation and Alexandre Bustillo and Julien Maury’s 2017 Leatherface, I
will argue these franchise installments have conveyed more conventional and conservative
politics than the original film and some other installments.
My interpretive approach also will enable me to unearth a filmmaker’s more implicitly
held progressive politics about capitalism’s relations to animals, animality and meat, as I argue is
the case in Brandon Cronenberg’s Antiviral. In certain instances, I will argue that a filmmaker’s
politics are revealed in the way their work engages with conventional depictions of such basic
concepts as ‘family,’ ‘individualism’ and ‘survival,’ and how their strategic deployment can
open a text to more progressive/posthumanist horizons, as in the case of Tim Fehlbaum’s Hell.
In addition, I will argue that contradictory ideological structures may coexist within the
same movie. However, these contradictions may play out differently from one film to another.
For example, in my forthcoming discussion of John Hillcoat’s The Road, I identify certain cues
that reinforce conventional politics, but I also argue that the film ends with a major cue to a more
progressive, posthumanist orientation. Conversely, I argue that Ana Lily Amirpour’s The Bad
Batch begins with a cue that associates carnism with cannibalism but eventually returns to a
more conventional understanding of human-animal relations.
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Finally, I will make the case that some films have an overwhelmingly
conventional/conservative orientation and lack any real cues supportive of a progressive,
posthumanist reading. For example, I will argue this is true of Eli Roth’s The Green Inferno,
despite the filmmaker explicitly claiming to have authentically and sympathetically represented
indigenous Amazonians. I want to point out the limitations I see in such a filmmaker’s politics
and how such limitations make a film prone to misunderstanding non-Western, indigenous
cultural practices (e.g. cannibalism) and the sophisticated values that underlie them.
1.3

Definitions and Key Terms

The cannibal film is a subgenre of horror. Most films that I will analyze in my case studies
belong to the horror genre or are a hybrid subgenre of horror, such as post-apocalyptic cannibal
horror or horror sci-fi. However, not all films that feature cannibalism are horror films.
Cannibalism and/or cannibals also appear in a wide array of films, from political art films
(Weekend (1969), Pigsty (1969)), thrillers (The Neon Demon (2016)), adventure, action and
drama (Cloud Atlas (2012), Embrace of the Serpent (2015)) to black comedy (Delicatessen
(1991), Microwave Massacre (1979) and even musical (Sweeney Todd (2007)). While in some
instances cannibalism is present only as a theme, other times cannibalism exists more as a trope
that may lend itself to broader metaphorical meaning (e.g. cannibalism as an extreme form of
consumerism).
Although cannibalism in film exists as both a subgenre and a trope, I will focus on
cannibalism as a trope. This is because the discussion of human-nonhuman (and furthermore the
blurring of the human-nonhuman boundary) is not only limited to cannibal horror movies;
because what I am after is more conducive to a metaphorical reading rather than to a particular
subgenre’s defining characteristic; and because not all cannibal horror movies focus on the
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particular cannibal trope I analyze, posthuman cannibalism. Therefore, when I write ‘cannibal
films’ for the sake of easy reading, I will be referring to any movie, not just horror, which
features cannibalism in one way or another, regardless of that film’s genre.
When I write of a ‘transgression of the human/animal boundary,’ I do not refer to
supernatural animal-human hybrids like the ones Noel Carroll discusses in his book The
Philosophy of Horror. What I mean is something that abolishes the divide between humans and
actual (not supernatural) animals on a conceptual level, whereby both humans and animals are
viewed on equal footing or whereby, in Singer’s words, there is a breaking down of the
“previously insurmountable barrier we have erected between ourselves, as beings with rights and
dignity, and nonhuman animals, as mere things” (xxii).
By ‘nonhuman,’ I mean organic lifeforms other than humans (e.g. animal, plant, insect,
microorganism) as well as inorganic scientific apparatus/tools (e.g. machines, technology). When
I use ‘nonhuman,’ I will be referring to either a single form of nonhuman (e.g. just animals) or a
group of nonhuman forms (e.g. animals, nature and technology all together). By ‘animal,’ I mean
nonhuman animals that only exist in the actual world (i.e. wild animals, farm animals and
companion animals).3 Therefore, any otherworldly, nonhuman lifeforms –such as in The Thing
(1982) or Alien series; fantastical creatures like King Kong or Godzilla; or any human-animal
hybrids such as vampires and werewolves – will all be outside the scope of this dissertation. The
reason why I leave such depictions out is because this dissertation aims to explore how cannibal
movies help us think through prevailing cultural attitudes towards appetite, animals and, by

Even though some CAS scholars prefer to use ‘non-human animal,’ to avoid the speciesism between
human and animal that starts in language because the alternative ‘non-human animal’ is quite long, I had
to use ‘animal’ to refer to animals other than humans.
3
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extension, nature, and such attitudes would reveal themselves best if I limited my analysis to
representations of actual animals.
Moreover, compared to an abundance of literature on fantastical creatures in film,
scholarship addressing the representation of actual animals and their constructed relationships
with humans in fiction film is –with few exceptions, such as scholarship on The Birds (1963) and
Jaws series— still an emergent field of the past decade or so.4 I believe this recent interest in the
representation of animals in film is related to an increased concern for climate change and a
general rise in the awareness of environmental issues, animal advocacy, vegetarianism and
veganism, along with Animal Studies becoming an academic field. By limiting myself to
representations of actual animals, I will be able to contribute to these timely debates and efforts.
The reason why I limit the project to actual animals also has to do with the definition of
cannibalism. Cannibalism is a human eating another human. Therefore, I do not consider
supernatural figures such as zombies, vampires, werewolves, or any other formerly human,
fantastical entities that also consume human flesh as cannibals. To me, these figures are not
cannibals because they are no longer human. They are dead, mutated or unworldly entities that
are compelled by an involuntary drive to feed on human flesh (or blood), whereas a cannibal is a
human being who chooses to eat another human being. Of course, there will be times when it
will be hard to distinguish a character’s motivation for consuming human flesh, whether it stems
from an addiction or free will, as some films featuring cannibalism will play with this distinction
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Scholarship on animals and fiction film: Animals in Film (Locations) (2004) by Jonathan Burt, Animals
and The Cinema: Classifications, Cinephilias and Philosophies (2011) by Sabine Nessel et al., Thinking
Italian Animals: Human and Posthuman in Modern Italian Literature and Film (2014) ed. by D.
Amberson and E. Past, From Pure Animal to Critical Human. Why Do We Use Anthropomorphism in
Animation? (2016) by Esme Wells, Animal Life and The Moving Image (2015) by Laura McMahon
and Michael Lawrence. Electric Animal (2008) by Akira Lippit; For scholarship on animals and horror:
Massacred by Mother Nature (2012) by Lee Gambin, Animal Horror Cinema (2015) ed.by Katarina
Gregersdotter et al.
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(e.g. in Ravenous (1999), Raw (2017)). Yet I will try to limit myself as much as possible to
characters for whom cannibalism is still a choice or at the very least a controllable drive.
I also leave out movies inspired by real examples of cannibalism, such as The Donner
Party (2009) or Alive (1993), where dire circumstances deprive people of any other food source,
and they succumb to eating dead former companions as a desperate means of survival. In this
situation survivors have no choice but to eat human flesh in order to stay alive and in most cases
are not even killing (much less hunting or farming) people to eat them, but instead eating those
who have died of other causes. Therefore, even though these movies exemplify instances of
cannibalism, they do not depict the kind of cannibalism I wish to focus on. The cannibal texts
that I am especially interested in aesthetically and conceptually transpose on human bodies a
wide array of humans’ carnistic practices toward animals, which are not necessitated by absolute
starvation in the absence of any food alternative. Even in postapocalyptic movies cannibalism
emerges when alternative food is limited but still available. While some survivors succumb to
the easy option of hunting other humans, others still search out nonhuman food sources. Finally,
documentaries about cannibalism are also outside my case studies as I only analyze fiction films
– extensively but not entirely horror movies since the cannibal trope cuts across genres.
1.4 Chapter Outline
In my first chapter, my aim is to clearly identify a posthumanist strand within cannibalism in
film. To accomplish this, I analyze the animal subject and the human-animal relationship
represented in a seminal horror series, The Texas Chainsaw Massacre franchise. My analysis
reveals two primarily different approaches regarding the use of the animal subject and humananimal relations. I argue that some movies in the franchise associate human victims and animal
victims for the purpose of animal advocacy, while the second group falls back on conventions of
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horror by portraying animals as threats to human victims. Utilizing theories of Carrie Freeman,
Carol Adams and Carol Clover, I demonstrate how narrative and aesthetic methods of
transgressing the human-animal divide in the first group of movies (the original 1974 movie,
1990 and 2003 installments) works to undermine the normative viewpoint and practices of
killing and consuming animals, thereby exemplifying a posthumanist strand.
In my second chapter I turn my attention to a powerful aspect of posthuman
cannibalism—its capability to summon animals even in the absence of animal figures or body
parts in the image. Though the animal is physically absent, a film can nonetheless establish
contact with the animal without the need for the animal figure, whether it be dead, dying, soonto-be-dead or living. Undying animals (Lippit) return in the guise of proxy humans whose
bodies, akin to animals, are put into use for industrial capitalism. Through a careful reading of
Lippit and Nicole Shukin, I trace the spectral animality embedded in the economy, industries and
technologies of a future cannibal society depicted in Brandon Cronenberg’s Antiviral.5 I argue
that posthuman cannibalism reveals Western societies’ systemic consumption of animal bodies
to be a learned behavior developed by capitalism, and it reveals technology as contributing to the
mass murder and exploitation of animals rather than sheltering them from it.
My third chapter examines the implications of the human-animal divide in
postapocalyptic cannibal movies – specifically, Hell (2011), The Bad Batch (2016) and The Road
(2009). My goal is to examine the kind of selfhood and relationship with the other (whether
human or nonhuman) that the films promote and/or challenge within the extreme circumstances
they construct. I argue that Hell collapses the animal-human divide in an effort to make a

5

A slightly different version of this chapter appeared in Continuum: Journal of Media and Cultural
Studies, 34:1, 44-58, 2020.
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socialist feminist and posthumanist intervention to the brutal humanism and liberal philosophy
that postapocalyptic cannibal movies such as The Bad Batch and The Road tend to take for
granted. While animalization of humans in the latter two films primarily works to maintain the
legacy of humanist and liberal philosophy, Hell utilizes animalization of humans to address the
socio-economic origins of environmental issues. It argues that the near extinction of nonhuman
species and ecological devastation are not isolated, random, occurrences but rooted in capitalist,
carnist and extractionist ideologies of domination. The movie encourages a broader
understanding of kinship with others (human and nonhuman) beyond biological ties and elicits
courage for collective resistance and liberation.
In my last chapter, I examine the contemporary representations of a form of non-Western
cannibalism, specifically exocannibalism, meaning eating one’s enemy. My goal is to discover
the ways in which exocannibalism is constituted in cinema and the kinds of relationships these
imaginings open up between West and non-West, human and nonhuman. To this end, in the first
section I provide an overview of exocannibalism in native South American societies and
cosmologies, concentrating on Tupinamba and Wari’ of Brazil and with supporting information
about Bimin Kuskusmin from outside of South America in Papua New Guinea. In light of this
information, I analyze the representation of exocannibalism in The Green Inferno (2013) and
Embrace of the Serpent (2015) in my second section. I argue that The Green Inferno imagines
exocannibalism to be driven by a primal culinary/gustatory impulse while regressing its actants
to bestiality in line with Eurocentric and racist discourses. Conversely, Embrace of The Serpent
relates Euro-American colonizers to a kind of nonhuman (i.e. parasite) to render visible an
elusive cannibal eating up Amazonia, and the film mobilizes the concept of exocannibalism, in
tandem with self-cannibalism and endocannibalism, as a means for resisting this human

31

parasite/cannibal. Thus, exocannibalism becomes a weapon of the colonized for resisting EuroAmerican colonialist mentality and its metanarratives. Exocannibalism, previously limited to
enemy-in-the-pot cannibalism, in its reconfigured form becomes a means for purging the white
cannibal figure from an anti-colonial mindset and for recovering the Western subject’s severed
tie with nature.
My dissertation is structured in such a way that I begin by demonstrating the existence of
a critique of carnism within a selection of cannibal films, which I identify as posthuman cannibal
films. Then I expand my analysis to explore how posthuman cannibal films can engage with
carnism to advance a broader critique of patriarchal, imperial, ecocidal capitalism. The first
chapter demonstrates how posthuman cannibal films can utilize images of animals to help
animalize humans and advance a critique of carnism, while the second chapter shows how
posthuman cannibal films can animalize humans and critique carnism even without showing
animals on the screen. My third chapter examines the ways postapocalyptic cannibal films
engage with the basic tenets of capitalist ideology -- including survival, individualism and the
nuclear family – in relation to carnism for normative or potentially subversive ends. My fourth
chapter examines an indigenous-informed, posthuman cannibal film that uses carnism as a
substitute for cannibalism and relates both to colonialism and ecological imperialism.
Throughout my dissertation I provide potential readings of these films – at times progressive
readings that may not be readily apparent or widely held. With these potential readings, my goal
is to demonstrate that despite commonly held, non-progressive readings of cannibal films,
cannibal films have the potential to open up a space for thinking about eating and being eaten,
and may challenge widely held thoughts about one’s consumption of meat.
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2

TRACING POSTHUMAN CANNIBALISM IN THE TEXAS CHAINSAW
MASSACRE MOVIES

In this chapter I will examine a selection of films from The Texas Chainsaw Massacre (hereafter
TCM) franchise through the lens of Critical Animal Studies. By paying close attention to the
construction of the animal subject and the human-animal relation in the TCM franchise, I will
argue that the original 1974 film, Leatherface: The Texas Chainsaw Massacre III (1990hereafter TCM (1990)) and the 2003 reboot The Texas Chainsaw Massacre (hereafter TCM
(2003)), all transgress the human-animal boundary in order to critique carnism. As such, these
films exemplify “posthuman cannibalism,” which I define as the transgression of the humannonhuman boundary for the purpose of undermining normalized speciesist and anthropocentric
practices. In contrast, the 1995 installment, Texas Chainsaw Massacre: The Next Generation,
and the most recent installment in the TCM franchise,
Leatherface (2017), paradoxically disrupt the human-animal boundary only to mostly reestablish it, eliding a critique of carnism and falling back on the conventional representation of
animal as human’s adversary.
For Communication scholar and animal advocate Carrie P. Freeman, the human/animal
duality lying at the heart of speciesism is something humans have created in their own minds.
That is, we humans typically do not consider ourselves animals, even though we may
acknowledge evolution. Therefore, Freeman proposes that we begin to transform this hegemonic
mindset by creating language that would help humans rhetorically reconstruct themselves as
animals. Specifically, she calls for replacing the term “human” with “humanimal” and the term
“animal” with “nonhuman animal” (“Embracing” 11).6

6

As Freeman mentions, “Humanimal” is a term previously used by William J.T. Mitchell in his
foreword to Cary Wolfe’s book, Animal Rites (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003).
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The advantage of Freeman’s terms is that instead of being mutually exclusive, they are
mutually inclusive terms that foreground commonalities between humans and animals instead of
differences. Both of her terms place humans in the broad category of animals, reminding us that
we too are animals (“Embracing” 14). This new rhetoric aims to propel people to envision
themselves as part of a larger ecological community alongside with animals, to see animals as
equals rather than inferiors, and to instigate action against animal abuse.
Analyzed within this framework, the visual rhetoric of TCM (1974) manifests Freeman’s
rhetorical strategy. The movie blurs the animal-human boundary that, as Freeman argues,
enables human domination of animals and “constrains and impedes an average person’s
consideration of animal rights as a valid ethical position” (“Embracing” 11). TCM (1974) tells
the story of a group of teenagers who travel through a rural area of Texas and end up falling prey
to a family of cannibals. All but one group member (Sally, played by Marilyn Burns) is brutally
killed after having been subjected to the violent and often sadistic practices of a cannibal family
comprised of former slaughterhouse workers. In this way, the film places its human victim
characters in the position of farm animals. The inversion of human predators becoming human
prey works to associate and equate animal slaughter with human slaughter, and to associate
carnism with cannibalism, all for the purpose of provoking empathy and compassion for actual
farm animals. This is accomplished through the audience’s identification with characters that go
through extreme pain, stress and trauma—most of them finally being killed in order to be
consumed by other humans.
Most previous scholars have discussed TCM (1974) as a socio-cultural critique of
humans’ relation to the human other without addressing the animal other. 7 Yet several scenes of
For other studies on TCM (1974), see Robin Wood, “An Introduction to the American Horror Film”;
Cynthia Baron et al., Appetites and Anxieties: Food, Film, and the Politics of Representation, 129-152;
7
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TCM (1974) clearly equate animals and humans, both aurally and visually. For instance, the
façade of the room where the film’s iconic cannibal Leatherface slaughters his human prey is
decorated with the skulls and other bones of animals. The steel door and the planked ramp in
front of this room resemble those used in slaughterhouses. Leatherface resembles a butcher with
his blood-stained black apron. He uses a mallet to knock down people, a tool that the film’s
characters previously discussed being used in slaughterhouses to knock down cattle. Similarly,
the room one soon-to-be victim checks while looking for her friend contains a mixture of animal
and human remains, including the skulls, other bones, and skins of humans and animals, as well
as bird feathers.
In addition to the visual rhetoric, sound cues associate cannibalism and carnism to
produce the conception of the two being the same or analogous. When Leatherface knocks down
a victim with the mallet, a non-diegetic sound of a pig squealing dubbed over this image recalls
pigs brutally killed in slaughterhouses. This sound repeats when Leatherface later cuts that same
victim into pieces as another, still living victim, looks on helplessly as she hangs impaled on a
meat hook, like some still-living side of beef.
It is not only the consumption of animals for meat that the original TCM calls into
question, but all sorts of other end products made from animals. As a soon-to-be victim searches
the cannibal family’s home for her missing friend, she enters a living room and abruptly trips,
falling onto a floor covered with a thick layer of feathers and down that recall the way birds are
plucked alive for the production of comforters, jackets and pillows. As she looks up from the
floor, she then is confronted by the shocking image of a couch made of human bones and skin
(Fig. 1). This inversion of an actual leather couch works to estrange the audience from a taken-

Mikita Brottman, Offensive Films Toward an Anthropology of Cinema Vomitif, 107-126; Chuck Jackson,
“Blood for Oil: Crude Metonymies and Tobe Hooper’s The Texas Chain Saw Massacre (1974).”
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for-granted cultural norm—the use of animal bodies for human furniture— by crossing the
animal-human boundary.

Figure 1 Cannibals' Couch in TCM (1974)
Film scholar Jason Middleton argues that the force of indexical imagery of animals that
are either dead or soon to be dead (for example, roadkill armadillo or penned cattle awaiting
slaughter) lends a documentary feel to TCM (1974) and confronts viewers with issues of animal
slaughter, meat and animal abuse. However, Middleton claims the movie “offers no possibility
for resolution” or “means of working through these contradictions.” Citing Robin Wood,
Middleton adds that these images “contribute instead to the film’s larger sense that Wood
describes as ‘a civilization condemning itself, through its popular culture, to ultimate
disintegration, and ambivalently…celebrating the fact.’” He concludes that the film’s “goals are
certainly not instrumental and proselytizing in the manner of Earthlings,” a 2005 documentary
that exposes animal suffering in factory farms, puppy mills, pet stores and scientific labs. But
nothing could be further from the truth. By associating carnism with cannibalism, TCM (1974)
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attempts to alter the spectator’s perception of meat from something appetizing to something
repulsive in order to encourage viewers to reject carnism.
In explaining why we react differently to different types of meat – such as being
disgusted by the thought of eating a dog but having our appetites aroused at the thought of eating
beef – psychologist Melanie Joy explains that our adverse emotional reaction to different types
of meat is due to our different perceptions of them, not due to a physical difference between the
two types of meat (12). She goes on to say that someone’s perception of meat depends on their
“schema.” A schema is a mental classification system that automatically helps us organize and
interpret a vast amount of incoming information we are exposed to in daily life by means of
categorization. A schema “shapes—and is shaped by—our beliefs, ideas, perceptions, and
experiences” (14). There is a schema for every subject, including animals and how we categorize
subjects determines our relation and emotion to them. There are many ways we categorize
animals (e.g. game, fearful, food, pet, vermin), but the most basic is whether they are edible or
inedible. The animals grouped into each category differ according to culture. Consider, for
instance, the Western aversion to the Chinese Yulin Festival, during which dogs and cats are
eaten. But across cultures, humans are comfortable with the thought of eating an animal we have
classified as edible, and have a tendency to avoid contemplating the living animal from which
the meat came, we are disgusted at the thought of eating an animal we have classified as inedible
(14-15).
TCM disturbs this mental framing of some animals as edible by establishing a kinship
between humans and edible animals in a way that works to transform humans’ feelings toward
animal meat from craving to disgust. The key scene takes place in the gas station that Sally takes
refuge in as she is pursued by Leatherface. While she waits for the owner of the gas station to
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return, Sally’s eyes (and our eyes from her point of view) are drawn to the open door of the
cooking chamber of the gas station’s brick smoker, in which a variety of meat is cooking as it
hangs from metal hooks. Earlier in the movie, the gas station owner (played by Jim Siedow, who
turns out to be the father of the cannibal family) had offered the group of young travelers
barbecue and the meat then had an appetizing appeal. However, Sally’s terrified expression and
frantic whimpering are now interspersed with the image of cooking meat. This cues the spectator
to understand the meat as an object of fear, but we are not quite sure why until a reverse shot
reveals the meat again, this time in extreme close-up.
We continue to scan the meat from Sally’s POV as the camera slowly pans left, but now,
in extreme close-up, we can no longer identify the particular living being from whose flesh the
meat has been procured. Any semblance of an organism’s original form has been lost. The
camera, lingering on this abstract imagery as the sound of Sally’s terrified whimpering escalates,
compels us to question the contents of the smoker for the first time and raises the suspicion that
they may include human meat (Fig. 2). This cognitive realization contaminates the culturally and
narratively coded, mouth-watering appeal of a barbecue display, thereby shifting our perception
of it to a repulsive object, even though physically nothing has changed about the barbecue meat
itself. Just as the visual rhetoric of TCM (1974) generally manifests the rhetorical strategy of
Freeman’s terms, humanimal and nonhuman animal, this particular scene parallels a mental
exercise Joy presents in her book, Why We Love Dogs, Eat Pigs, and Wear Cows. Whereas Joy
invites us to imagine beef replaced with dog meat, this TCM (1974) scene conceptually
contaminates animal meat by associating it with human meat in an attempt to evoke repulsion
toward carnism.
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Figure 2 Abstraction of Meat
The abstraction of the barbecue display in this scene also recalls the movie’s opening
credit sequence, both visually and aurally. The opening credit sequence begins with a fixed shot
of unidentifiable red patches against a black backdrop. The camera then begins to pan left and
zoom in. Next, the shot cuts to amorphous red shapes fluidly spreading across the frame against
another black backdrop (Fig. 3). Accompanying these visuals, we hear a radio news broadcast
reporting incidents of humans digging up and dismembering human corpses and inflicting
violence on other humans. At the same time, we hear an ominous musical score and a subtle
sizzling sound. Likewise, the barbecue display scene presents us with images of shadowy pieces
of meat, illuminated red by the cooking heat source, and rendered amorphous by being shown in
extreme close-up as the camera pans left over them. As we see the meat like this, we hear
another grisly news broadcast from the same reporter playing on a radio at the gas station, and at
the same time, the sizzling sound coming from the barbecue display.
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Thanks to the barbecue display scene’s visual and aural associations with the opening
credit sequence, the collapse of boundaries between human and animal to which the latter scene
alludes reflects back upon the opening credit sequence. In light of the barbecue scene, the
unidentifiable and fluid red shapes of the opening credit sequence are now understood as
abstractions of unidentified meat whose viscosity suggests fluidity across forms, boundaries and
species. That is, these formless patches of red in motion display abstractions of a common flesh,
wherein human and animal are no longer separately conceived. Just as Freeman’s term
humanimal topples the human-animal dichotomy by naming humans as a type of animal and
therefore placing human and nonhuman animals on more equal footing, so does TCM (1974)
present flesh that can be consumed as meat as a common denominator between humans and
animals. Just as humans are a type of animal, like animals humans also can be conceived of as
meat. Hence, TCM (1974) creates a cinematic equivalent to Freeman’s discussion of the term
humanimal. That Tobe Hooper put his name on this image in particular underscores the shifting
of boundaries between species as the hallmark of his movie.

Figure 3 A Still from the Opening

40

TCM (1990), the third installment in the franchise, directed by Jeff Burr, continues to
dissolve the human-animal border-line through yet another story where a group of humans are
placed in situations analogous to those of roadkill, hunted wild animals and farm animals. While
driving through Texas on their way to Dallas, a young couple, Michelle (Kate Hodge) and Ryan
(William Butler), accidentally hit an armadillo and decide to kill the wounded animal with a rock
so it no longer suffers.
Shortly thereafter the couple nearly becomes roadkill themselves when, due to cannibals
ambushing them by leaping in front of their car, the couple crashes into an oncoming vehicle
and, along with the driver of the oncoming vehicle (Ben, played by Ken Foree), are left injured
and stranded on the road. Ben, Michelle and Ryan then flee the road and their vehicles into the
woods (the natural habitat of animals), in order to hide from their human predators, the
cannibals. As such, Ben, Michelle and Ryan figuratively take the position of animals: first as
animals vulnerable to becoming roadkill, and second as animals being hunted as prey.
In what follows, the cannibals treat the humans they eventually capture like pieces of
meat. Carol Adams notes that language deflects humans from the reality of eating meat by false
naming (78-79): A pig becomes ham, bacon or sausage while a cow becomes beef, steak or
hamburger. When the cannibal, Tex’s brother Tinker, drags Ryan home, he exclaims, “Brought
home the bacon, mama!” The discomfort the word “bacon” evokes here, due to the referent
being shifted from animal to human and thereby degrading humans to meat, directs spectators to
be reminded of and reflect upon the actual source of bacon, but now in a critical light. In other
words, by means of false naming a human as bacon, the scene reveals the previously taken-forgranted false naming of pigs as bacon. Hence the scene disturbs the normative viewpoint and
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practice of meat eating by highlighting the deceptive linguistic practices humans employ to
conceptually distance themselves and their diets from the animals humans slaughter to consume.
In addition, because Ryan looks dead as he’s being dragged, due to his limp body and his
still, open eyes, the use of “bacon” to refer to what we comprehend as a “corpse” not only
makes meat eating equivalent to corpse eating but also to murder—as the human proxy was
murdered by the cannibal for his meat. In this manner, the scene seems to not only transmute the
legitimized killings of animals for meat as acts of murder, but also code meat eating to be
repulsive by associating eating bacon to eating a human corpse. This method is a cinematic
variant of vegetarians renaming meat to invalidate/challenge its conventional false naming.
Instead of referring to meat as “complete protein,” “life giving food or “delectable,” vegetarians
have referred to meat as “slaughtered nonhumans,” “scorched corpses of animals” or “murdered
chicken” to remind people that what they consume is actually the corpse of a murdered animal
(Adams 80). Similar to this vegetarian renaming, the aforementioned scene’s attempt to reveal
meat as the corpse of a murdered being works towards rendering visible what Adams calls the
absent referents of meat: animals. The irony, of course, is that the animals are not literally made
visible on the screen (like the livestock farm animals in pens or hanging slaughtered cattle in
walk-in coolers), but rather in viewers’ minds, as a result of the way humans are portrayed
onscreen as proxies for animals.
A subsequent cue that performs a similar function occurs towards the end of the film
when Ben is fighting for his life with the cannibal Tex. Ben asks Tex in exasperation, “What’s
wrong with you people? Why don’t you just leave us alone?” Tex replies, “Because we are
hungry. I love liver!” In addition to once more referring to a human as meat (liver now instead of
bacon), this exchange focuses our attention on one of the most common reasons carnists give for
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eating meat – that they like its taste— in order to mock that rationale. When Tex’s intended prey,
Ben, demands Tex justify his behavior, Tex’s matter-of-fact reply that he wants to kill Ben
because he will enjoy the taste of Ben’s flesh comes across as an absurdly frivolous reason for
killing. Yet this is the exact rationale most Americans typically give for consuming animals
(Freeman Framing 97).
By once more placing humans in the position of animals, TCM (1990) continues the
original film’s effort to make humans to critically reflect on their rationalization of carnism.
However, TCM (1990) also enables the prey to interrogate their predator, something which
animals cannot do to their human killers. By using the human proxy for animals in this way, the
film implores us consider how inadequate our rationale for carnism would appear from the
standpoint of our prey – a standpoint the film invites us to imagine occupying ourselves. Thus,
the 1990 installment upholds the original movie’s critique of carnism through collapsing
roadkill, hunting and farming animals and projecting them on to human victims.
2.1

The Animal -Woman Connection

The basic conclusion of my analyses so far is that in both the 1974 and 1990 films cannibalism
functions as a pretext for initiating the viewer’s critical thinking towards meat, carnism and
animal slaughter. These films’ constructions of cannibalism also draw parallel trajectories
between humanity and animality in terms of sexual violence and the butchering/killing of
animals. Women are treated like pieces of meat through the objectification and sexualization of
their bodies by and for men. The objectification of women and animals find a point of
intersection in TCM (1990) when Michelle, after running over the armadillo, goes to a gas station
and is mistreated by the gas station’s perverted owner, Alfredo (Tom Everett). Alfredo, who we
later learn is a member of the cannibal family, hits on Michelle and gets furious when she rebuffs
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his advances. He then rushes into his office and, against a backdrop of posters showing
fragmented beef and other animal parts (Fig. 4), throws his gloves across the room in anger and
exclaims, “Don’t you ever do that to me, bitch!” Meanwhile, Michelle goes to the restroom
adjacent to the office. She takes notice of the bathroom wall decorated with pictures of naked
female body parts in pieces before her gaze connects these pictures to her own fragmented
reflection in the shattered mirror (Fig. 5-7). The movie then cuts back and forth between the
bathroom and the office as Alfredo peeks at Michelle through a hole under one of these posters
so he can watch Michelle going to the bathroom. Carol Adams traces a parallel cycle of
objectification, fragmentation and consumption in the linked oppression of women and animals
in patriarchal culture (58). She observes that just as butchering dismembered animals and
converting them into pieces of meat for consumption; so do visual images of women objectify
the female body, converting it into fragmented, consumable parts for a man’s sexual desire. In
light of Adams, this cross-cut serves to associate the female human body and animal bodies as
both being dismembered objects of men’s consumption via the fragmented visuals of animal
parts, women body parts and Michelle’s fragmented reflection. Thus, the sequence relates the
literal butchering of animals to the metaphorical butchering of women and vice versa.

Figure 4 Animal Meat Posters
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Figure 5 Michelle’s Notice of Bathroom Wall Pictures

Figure 6 Naked Women Pictures in Pieces

Figure 7 Reverse Shot: Michelle’s Fragmented Imagery
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According to Carol Clover, the primary function of the lead heroine in slasher, occult and
rape and revenge movies is to provide the target audience (young male viewers) narrative
pleasure by acting as a safe surrogate men can connect with to experience fears and desires. The
female victim-hero (aka Final Girl) is the last survivor of the group who endures and eventually
overcomes the torment of a male aggressor. Even though anatomically female, she engenders
both feminine and masculine features, which eases the male viewers’ alignment. Male viewers,
through the agency of the first-person camera, identify with the female victim (feminized)
experiencing being chased, beaten, terrorized, raped. Clover claims that this cross-gender
identification serves to tease the male viewers’ masochistic fantasies and fears including those
along homosexual lines. When the Final Girl in turn exact revenge, men assume a masculine
position. Men identify with her heroic acts (killing the monster) sadistically. This sadistic
voyeurism can take place against the heroine as well –through the first-person killer gaze—
watching the female victim suffer. Through these techniques, male spectators assume and
vacillate between masculine and feminine positions directed for masochistic and sadistic film
viewing.
Like other slasher films, a typical feature of TCM movies is a female victim-hero figure
who is the last survivor to fight the killer. The Final Girls of the TCM franchise—including Sally
(1974), Stretch (1986), Michelle (1990), Jenny (1995), and Erin (2003)— are each variations of
one another and all more or less play a similar role in the narrative as explained by Clover.
However, it is through Erin’s climactic performance in TCM (2003) that the franchise takes the
cross-gender association and audience experience one step further to connect it with the
victimization of animals.
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Like her predecessors, Erin (Jessica Biel) runs away from Leatherface and the family of
cannibals. However, whereas previous Final Girls took flight from their cannibal assailants in
fields, forests, an abandoned house or Sawyer’s elaborate underground lair, Erin hides in a
slaughterhouse which is still operational but not occupied by workers at the time. As such, Erin
is firmly placed, both literally and figuratively, in the position of farm animals slaughtered for
mass consumption.
While in the slaughterhouse, she passes through the steps a farm animal would take from
the line-up gate, through the conveyor belt, and into the freezer. The camera, tethered to Erin as
she goes through this process, invites us to align with Erin and by extension the animals in whose
position she has been placed. Furthermore, with the camera placed low to the floor as it tracks
Erin, we view Erin from the POV of animals, even though animals are not actually following her
at the time (Fig. 8). Inside the slaughterhouse Erin’s gaze meets the gazes of her animal
counterparts— pigs in pens, whose fate Erin is now sharing. The reciprocal glances between Erin
and the pigs underscores the identical positioning of human and animal victims within this
human establishment and prompts the viewer to recognize the horrific position in which humans
actually place farm animals.
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Figure 8 Entering the Slaughterhouse
Yet perhaps no single scene in the slaughterhouse sequence more effectively solidifies
this human-animal identification than when Erin, chased by Leatherface, grabs a butcher knife
and takes refuge in a locker in the slaughterhouse workers’ changing room. She purposefully
makes a noise to lure him towards her. As the killer opens one locker door after another in search
of her, the camera repeatedly aligns us with Erin by positioning us in the locker with her, our
gaze mostly limited to her terrified face as her eyes follow Leatherface through the locker’s vent
slots. Due to these disorienting cues, even though we are aligned with Erin, we have no idea
which locker she is in. Then a locker door rattles. We anticipate it may be the door to her/our
locker. But as Leatherface opens that particular closet door, he instead encounters a living pig
hiding inside. The next shot shows us Leatherface from the pig’s POV, as he stands over it/us
with his chainsaw, ready to kill (Fig. 9). Thus, we suddenly find ourselves alone facing the
butcher, not from the position of Erin as a proxy for farm animals led to slaughter, but now
directly from the vantage point of a literal farm animal in a literal slaughterhouse. The Final Girl
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becomes the proxy for facilitating our identification with the farm animal before the camera
switches back to aligning with her.

Figure 9 Pig’s POV
Clover’s cross gender identification phenomenon had already been taking place in this
slaughterhouse sequence as the male viewers are aligned with the female-victim hero, Erin, to
face the terrors of the male killer. In addition, here the Final Girl also helps facilitate a cross
species identification with an animal. Male viewers are not just womanized but human viewers
are also animalized. However, the nonhuman POV shot prompts viewers to take the position of
an animal and face the killer by themselves exactly upon breaking off from the heroine. Thus,
while the Final Girl facilitated the displacement, the shot invites humans to identify with animals
beyond the limits of human gender. This species fluidity that animalizes the human manifests yet
another effective visual representation of humanimality that Freeman advocates as a means of
animal advocacy.
This nonhuman POV also attempts to shatter the image we humans have of ourselves. It
functions like a mirror as we are stalked by, and ultimately confronted with, a horrifying
reflection of ourselves. As we take on the role of farm animals, we come to see ourselves as
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Leatherface, a collective representation of humans’ abuse, murder and consumption of animals.
Thus, the image renders visible both sides of animal violence: the animal victim of oppression
and the human perpetrators in the meat industry – both of whom purposefully have been hidden
from the sight and language of our carnistic culture.
Marcus Nispel encourages us to reconsider our attitudes towards farm animals by
disturbing not only our attitudes towards meat —animal flesh consumed as food— but also
towards leather—animal skin used as fabric— which is the most economically important
byproduct of the meat industry (PETA; UNIDO “Future” 15). While the original 1974 TCM
introduced us to an iconic cannibal known best for wearing a mask fashioned from another
person’s face, the 2003 film focuses even more on Leatherface’s namesake as we see an essential
part of his origin: him using a sewing machine to make his famous mask from the flayed skin of
Kemper’s (Eric Balfour) face. This is the same process, using the same tools, through which
humans turn animal skin into clothing. The setting in which it occurs – complete with a desk,
mannequins, sewing machine and thread – is not akin to a slaughterhouse but to a tailor’s
workshop. The sewing machine that Leatherface is using—a cylinder arm sewing machine— is a
type of machinery mainly used in the leather industry (UNIDO “Future” 91, “Technical” 6). The
style of the images –a long shot of the tailor shop with a distant figure sewing, followed by a CU
of hands sewing a raw fabric (Fig. 10 and 11)— are designed to replicate a customary image of
tailoring. Indeed, had we not learned from previous scenes that what is being sown is a human
skin, the spectator may very well have watched this scene comfortably. However, the
replacement of human skin as the raw material for leather within a commonplace act and setting
aims to reconstruct our understanding of actual leather. It renders this product as piece of a
corpse and the result of murder.
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Finally, the act of Leatherface putting another being’s face over his own face mirrors the
act of human beings using animal skin as a second skin for themselves in the form of clothing.
Indeed, all of this drives home the very nature of the iconic horror villain’s name. He is not
called “Two-Face” or “Human Skin Face” or “Somebody Else’s Face” – he is called
Leatherface. It is just that the leather he wears is of human rather than animal origin. Thus, once
more the franchise places humans in the position of animals to problematize their use for
clothing.

Figure 10 Leatherface’s Tailor Workshop

Figure 11 CU of Leatherface’s Hands Sewing
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2.2

From Posthumanist to Humanist Imaginings

So far, I have traced a strong posthumanist undercurrent in the 1974, 1990 and 2003 installments
of the Texas Chainsaw Massacre franchise which blurs the animal-human boundary in order to
problematize animal slaughter and carnism. This critique almost disappears in the 1995 film and
the most recent reboot of the series, Leatherface (2017), a prequel to the events of the original
1974 film. In what follows I will discuss how the 1995 and 2017 installments substantially differ
from the other three I have discussed in the way they construct the animal subject and the
human-animal relation.
Contrary to other installments of the series that I have just analyzed, animals are visually
absent in TCM (1995). The one and only sight of an animal is of an unidentified creature on the
side of the road whose motivation is to startle the characters and spectators. Contrary to previous
installments of the series presenting roadkill as specific animals turned pitiful casualties, this
unidentifiable creature looks like some type of fearsome, bloodthirsty beast (Fig. 12). While the
exposed teeth and blood around its mouth emphasize the creature’s ferocity to make it scary, the
worm in the eye simultaneously makes it gross. Consequently, the film’s one and only image of
the animal codes animality with repellant danger and revulsion. Contrary to being analogues,
animal and human victims are thereby constituted as opposites.

Figure 12 An Unidentified Creature
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Throughout the rest of the film, sound conveys this depiction of uncanny animality
through disembodied, spooky noises of creatures, such as the hoot of an unseen owl, the bark of
a dog and insects chirping in the distance, which are mixed with an ominous, non-diegetic
orchestral score. When Jenny (the Final Girl) is looking for her lost (abducted) friends in the
wilderness by herself at night, the omnipresent animal noises in the distance not only code the
animal as a potential threat to the heroine but also relate the animal with another impending
threat, the human killer that viewers expect the Final Girl eventually will have to face. Later in
the same sequence these sounds accompany an inserted shot of Jenny from a bird’s-eye view that
suggests an ominous presence watching her (Fig. 13). The camera position –up in the air and at
the level of trees—implies the onlooker is likely a bird or other nonhuman. At the same time this
first-person shot mimics the famous I-camera of slasher movies that designate the killer’s pointof view watching the Final Girl (Clover “Gender in Slasher Film” 219). Not sure exactly whose
sight we are sharing in this first-person scene (a human or an animal), the viewer is invited to
take on an ambiguous, liminal position—of animal and human—initiating some concern for the
heroine. In doing so, the shot transgresses the boundary that separates human from animal,
emphasizing their indiscernibility. However, because the gaze— regardless of whether it belongs
to an animal or a human—exudes predation and enmity, it transgresses the animal-human
boundary that ultimately re-erects that boundary. Instead of birds being among the victims of the
cannibal family in the original film, they are now antagonists of the human victims aligned with
the cannibals. Similarly, when Leatherface starts to chase Jenny with a chainsaw around the
farmhouse, the disembodied and ominous animal sounds reoccur, intensifying the moment’s
shock value and setting the female victim-hero and animals in opposition to one another, rather
than placing them in a situation of common victimization as in the 2003 slaughterhouse scene
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and elsewhere in the franchise. Thus, the car accident and ensuing horrific events ultimately
function to polarize rather than unify animals and human victims (particularly women).
In addition, the 1995 installment has omitted almost entirely the original’s thematic
connection of human slaughter to animal slaughter. Any of the other films’ locales related to
farm animals, animal slaughter or consumption –such as a farm, slaughterhouse, gas station, or
diner— have been removed. The excessive animal indexicality that characterized the cannibals’
home in 1974, in 1995 has been replaced with automobile parts, scraps of paper and other junk.
Leatherface’s attitude and external apparel, which in other installments (1974, 1986, 1990 and
2003) portray him as an aggressive butcher with predominantly masculine features, in 1995 is
traded for his abundant appropriations of women’s clothing and attitudes as he impersonates a
wife, maid and grandmother. This, coupled with his humiliation and battering at the hands of his
brothers, emphasizes an incompetent, impotent femininity that substantially diminishes the more
prevalent construction of Leatherface as a masculine butcher. In doing so, due to the
modifications in mise-en-scene and in the butcher character, connotations to carnism from
previously mentioned installments’ considerably if not completely ceases in the 1995
installment. All in all, TCM (1995) ends up relegating the posthumanist tendency of the
previously aforementioned installments of the series to a more normative construction of
animals, human’s potential adversary, a construction which also omits previous associations of
human slaughter and animal slaughter.
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Figure 13 An Ambiguous Human-Animal POV
The way Leatherface, the latest installment of the franchise constitutes animal-human
relationship is in fact similar to that of TCM (1995). In 1955, Betty (Lorina Kamburova) and Ted
(Julian Kostov) are driving through Texas when they almost hit what appears to be some kind of
animal. Betty gets out of the car to investigate, trying to make out the apparent animal’s form in
the distance. Suddenly, the creature stands up on two legs as it sheds what appears to be an
animal carcass, thereby revealing the body of a human child – albeit a child whose face is
completely covered by a severed cow’s head (hairless and human flesh colored, complete with
fatal bolt wound to its forehead) that the child wears as a mask.
The way the movie delivers this moment –the sudden cut to a medium close-up, a sudden
ominous sound effect for shock, and Betty’s startled, loud gasp all code this animal-headed
figure –the roadkill mime —as uncanny and monstrous. Even though we know there is a child’s
face inside the cow head mask, the figure no longer connotes a human but an animal-headed
beast. Such is how the movie’s most crucial scene, shocking enough to be feature in the trailers,
codes the animal upon introduction not as a subject we should sympathize with and fear for, but
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rather a source of antagonism we should be afraid of – a terrifying beast. Even though human
and animal physically merge in this visual, the human-animal boundary is re-erected on a
conceptual level through the depiction of the animal as beast, the other of human. Hence, the
image diverges from posthumanism and re-establishes the humanist dichotomy between human
and animal.
This is not the first time we encounter a severed head of an animal in a TCM movie. In the
2003 film, characters encounter severed heads of farm animals on three different occasions. First,
as a van load of young travelers passed the Blair Meat Company (the slaughterhouse we first
encounter in the 2003 film), the camera lingers on a trash can in the foreground that is full of
severed cow heads. The placement of severed heads against the backdrop of a slaughterhouse not
only associates the severed heads with the meat industry, the camera’s trajectory—from the van,
past the façade of the slaughterhouse to the trashcan— links victims of carnism (animals) to
future victims of cannibalism (passengers). Next, in a diner, the attention of the character
Morgan (Jonathan Tucker) is drawn to a refrigerator window display of various meat with a
severed pig’s head as its centerpiece. Here again, not only does the decor clearly relate the
severed pig’s head to the culinary practice of carnism, but Morgan is framed to appear as though
he is inside the refrigerator among the dismembered animal parts, something which foreshadows
human victimization for meat in a way analogous to animal victimization for meat. Finally, this
visual tactic is repeated during Erin’s slaughterhouse chase sequence, when she is framed closely
to severed cow heads drenched in blood (Fig. 14).
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Figure 14 Animal Heads in a Trash Can, a Diner’s Refrigerator and a Freezer
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In the 2003 film, the decapitated farm animal heads signal animal victimization in the
meat industry. In contrast, Leatherface utilizes the severed animal head to code the animal as a
terrifying beast and nonhuman other in opposition to humans, instead of another victim of human
cruelty alongside human victims. At this point a critical reader may point out the wound on
Leatherface’s beast-like figure’s forehead, which appears to be from a penetrating bolt gun (a
tool used to slaughter cattle) and claim this wound conveys the movie’s critical outlook on farm
animal slaughter. But because most spectators are unaware of exactly how livestock are killed
before they are processed into meat, this wound only adds to the image’s horror, simply because
it is gory, without drawing critical attention to carnism. The severed animal head is prone to such
out-of-trajectory readings especially because, unlike the severed animal heads of the 2003 film, it
is removed from such settings as slaughterhouses and restaurants that would reveal the cause or
purpose of the animal’s death.
Not only does Leatherface eschew showing farm animals as victims of carnism, it also
turns them into ferocious brutes. In two occasions the cannibal Sawyer family feeds humans to
pigs. In the first instance, pigs tear a live human into pieces and eat him alive. Next, cannibals
feed pigs the remains of a dead human. Even though in actuality it is humans who consume pigs
on a daily basis, in both of these instances pigs operate almost like biological disposal units
whose existence is comprised of tearing flesh, grinding and devouring. On the one hand, this
violent and consumptive depiction of the animal challenges the dominance of humans as it
reminds us of the animality of our human ancestors’ lives when humans were preyed upon by
other animals (Gregersdotter et al. 5). But, on the other hand, it widens the conceptual gap
between humans and animals by turning pigs—victims of human violence, exploitation and
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oppression—into violent, malicious others, something which paradoxically counteracts the
scene’s aforementioned posthumanist capacity to decenter humans.
Such constructions of animals conform to Michael Lundblad’s concept of “animalizing
animals,” in which animals “are seen as driven essentially, if not exclusively, by instincts for
violence” (11). Thus, Leatherface’s depiction of pigs stands in sharp contrast to the depictions of
farm animals in the 1974 and 2003 TCM films and the actual behavior of pigs. 8
The farm animals in Leatherface are extensions and accomplices of cannibals; like their
owners they are violent, rapacious creatures towards humans. Cannibals feeding and petting the
pigs as they consume crime evidence not only suggests a symbiotic relationship but more
specifically a pet-owner relationship. This association of farm animals with companion animals
does not help advance the rights of farm animals and, if anything, works against such advocacy.
When talking about strategic ways to combat speciesism, Freeman argues that while associating
devalued animals (such as farm animals) with valued companion animals is often used in an
attempt to improve the treatment of traditionally devalued animals, this approach is not an
“effective strategy for transforming the discriminatory worldviews about animals as ‘other’”
(“Embracing” 12). Yet Leatherface’s association of farm and companion animals actually
furthers the discriminatory view toward farm animals by constructing them as cannibalcompanion villains. This intensifies Leatherface’s humanist vision of animals by reinforcing the
conceptual separation of humans from devalued animals, in this case pigs.
The film’s dominant humanist tendency is strained somewhat in the scene where, in
Seemburst’s Barbecue, Ike and Clarice casually open fire on several innocent human beings. In
the next scene the camera pans from a “Nice to meat you” sign erected outside the barbecue
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Pigs are intelligent, sensitive, affectionate and sociable creatures. They are considered to be more
intelligent than dogs. For further discussion see Why We Love Dogs 23-47.

59

restaurant and then cuts to the restaurant interior. There, the camera slowly tracks a pool of blood
leading to a dead body on the floor as a faint, non-diegetic sound of a cow mooing is played. All
of this works to associate animal and human slaughter. However, because the sound of the cow is
barely audible and hard to distinguish from the ominous tone of the musical score playing at the
same time, the potential effectiveness of this human-animal association is undermined and can
easily be missed by the spectator. Moreover, even though this particular scene does transgress
the human-animal boundary in favor of animals, the overall tendency of the movie contradicts
with this posthumanist moment, making it the exception rather than the rule.
In this chapter I examined the construction of human and animal relationship in TCM
franchise. My analysis showed two quite different constructions within the franchise. I argued
that first group (1974, 1990 and 2003) animalize human beings by imagining them as a type of
animal whose bodies, like animals, are degraded into meat and its byproducts. Through a careful
reading of Carrie Freeman’s concept of humanimal, I argued that this first group of movies
transgresses the human-animal boundary in ways that establishes an affinity between humankind
and animal kind seeking to evoke sympathy and compassion for animals in order to combat
speciesism and carnism. The second group (1995 and 2017) deviates from this posthumanist
undercurrent by regressively falling back on horror’s general tendency to construct animal as a
malicious other. In the second group, human and animal fuse in sight (e.g. hybrid body and
non/human POV) and sound— and so a borderline crossing also takes place—however, this type
transgresses human-animal boundary to ultimately draw humanity and animality apart from each
other by associating animals (coded predatory) with a marginal humanity (of cannibals). This
portrayal of animals in unsympathetic light coincides with a faint if not omitted carnismcannibalism association, which had been a staple element of the first group of movies.
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3

PHANTOM ANIMALITY AND SPECTRAL POSTHUMANISM IN ANTIVIRAL
(2012)
Chapter one argues that certain TCM movies convey a posthumanist critique through

directly associating farm animals with human victims who are treated like slaughter animals at
the hands of ex-slaughterhouse workers. In the TCM movies that show farm animals and animal
flesh on the screen, animal bodies are visually present in the film’s diegesis in one form or
another as human victims are subjected to the same horrific experiences as farm animals. The
animals shown are either alive or dead (a corpse on the side of the road, an ornament on the
living room wall, or meat in a hook). These films establish the presence of animals visually; in
that sense, animals are literally present. Consequently, the films mainly construct the presumed
kinship between human and animal victims of slaughter through the visible animals (or animal
parts) and the visible killing and butchering of humans. These TCM films establish relationality
between humans and dead or dying animals in a direct and straightforward way, since both
subjects share a spatial and temporal coexistence in the here and now.
But humans’ relationships with slaughter animals are not necessarily this direct or
relations of simultaneity; they may be also relations of consecutiveness. And such a consecutive
relation may not necessarily correspond to an onscreen, spatial and temporal coexistence of two
subjects. That is to say, due to the more convoluted and systemic relations humans and
institutions have with animals/animality, the animal subject may not necessarily be materially
present onscreen. Instead, it may be suggested in the text indirectly in a more convoluted,
intertemporal fashion. Animals may enter the story in the form proxies who reproduce, or
approximate, the reality of farm animals outside the frame. This allows them to break free from
the confines of time, space and language, moving more freely in the filmic text. Posthuman
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subjects in cannibal films have the capacity to account for more abstract and complex relations
that capitalist institutions and humans have with animals—relations that extend beyond the here
and now.
Engaging with Akira Lippit’s concept of animetaphor and Nicole Shukin’s subsequent
work on animal capital, this chapter argues that a phantom animal(ity) pervades Brandon
Cronenberg’s Antiviral, highlighting the haunting, ‘absent present’ status of animals in capitalist
society. By replacing dead, dying, commodity animals with humans, Cronenberg’s work
facilitates a spectral posthumanist perspective that raises awareness about the reality and lived
experience of commodified animals. This particular utilization of phantom animality reinforces
the idea that technology, far from preserving animal life in virtual form, actually incorporates
animals into capitalism. By following the tracks of a phantom animal across a cinematic
landscape of imagined bodies, technologies, industries and topographies, this chapter will show
the ways in which the future cannibalism depicted in Antiviral is surrounded and haunted by
animal life.
In his seminal works about the animal, Akira Lippit identifies an ontological problem
concerning the animal in actuality and in traditional philosophy. Even though animals exist in the
world, at the same time they do not exist, asserts Lippit, because they are denied the status of
individual subjectivity in the eyes of humanity. Animals presumed to lack language,
consciousness of existence, and knowledge of death cannot possess a discernable identity. Since
humans do not ascribe a subject position to animals, animal death is not acknowledged either.
Animals cannot die and pass on to a state of nonexistence; instead, they “exist in a state of
perpetual vanishing” (Electric 1). Finally, with no capacity for the animal to enter language,
humans craft and describe the animal on the animal’s behalf. For these reasons, animal in the
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linguistic and figurative realm becomes something other than itself: a signification, a metaphor
(165). Lippit summarizes this logic as follows: “Because the animal is said to lack the capacity
for language, its function in language can only appear as another expression, as a metaphor that
originates elsewhere, is transferred from elsewhere” (166).
However, real animals, Lippit argues, unsettle, rework and haunt this metaphorization.
Animals disrupt their own images especially when they are recorded dying on screen for the
purpose of conveying a metaphor of death in the story. As animals die while being recorded, this
‘documentary moment,’ this ‘extratextual knowledge’ (Lippit borrows from Vivian Sobchack)
from beyond the frame, exposes the diegesis to the brutal reality, thereby superseding animal’s
metaphoric containment (“The Death” 14). As a result, the animal meant to operate as a
rhetorical device transforms into an “animetaphor,” (Lippit’s term simultaneously plays upon
‘anti-metaphor,’ ‘animal metaphor’ and ‘animation metaphor’), a “trope that destroys the trope,”
by collapsing the figurative value of the trope itself (18). Lippit likens animetaphor to ‘animot,’ a
term Jacques Derrida has coined as an ‘outlaw word’ to refer to animal (in multiplicity) outside
the confines of language and therefore “speaking from the place of an irreducible exteriority”
(10-12). For Lippit, filmed killings of actual animals, such as in Electrocuting an Elephant
(1903), Strike (1924) and Rules of the Game (1939) turns animal metaphor into animetaphor, as
animal death transforms the metaphor into an actuality. Lippit explains:
‘To die like a rabbit,’ which implies a meaningless, unconscious death at the
hands of a vastly superior force, seems, in Rules of the Game, to have lost its
metaphorical value in the extratextuality of the scene […] As a trope, Renoir’s
slaughter of rabbits, like Eisenstein’s scene of slaughter, pierces the figurative
language of the expression ‘to die like a rabbit’ by animating the metaphor. It
becomes in Rules of the Game, a living, animate metaphor, an animetaphor. To
die like a rabbit becomes animetaphorical, actual, in the biomechanical drive of
the film world. (“The Death” 14)
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Finally, Lippit claims that in instances of animetaphor modern technological media—and
the cinema in particular, which records the animals dying—rescues animal life by transporting it
to the virtual realm in another form, as animation. By giving animals a second life, an afterlife in
the virtual, cinema shelters animals; it keeps them from truly dying. In this way, according to
Lippit, cinema reconciles the paradox of the animal death, which is that animals die but are
incapable of death. Lippit drives this point home in his concluding remarks on Electrocuting an
Elephant: “The dying animal in Edison’s film is survived by the film; Topsy lives on and
survives as the film which transfers the anima of the animal, its life, into a phantom archive,
preserving the movement that leaves the elephant in the technology of animation” (13). Citing
Derrida, Lippit clarifies what he means by living on and surviving: “Living on can mean a
reprieve or an afterlife, ‘life after life’ or life after death, more life or more than life, and better;
the state of suspension in which it’s over—and over again” (19).
Lippit’s reasoning recalls Andre Bazin’s ‘mummy complex.’ In “The Ontology of the
Photographic Image,” Bazin keeps revolving around the psychological roots in the creation of
the plastic arts in his quest to explore the essence of cinema. According to Bazin, the
fundamental reason why the plastic arts came into existence was to satisfy a basic psychological
need in human begins, the desire to resist death. Ancient Egypt embalmed corpses and later
made statuettes as a substitute in an attempt to preserve the life of the deceased by a
representation of it (10). As time went by and civilizations developed, former art forms were
overtaken by the new ones (mummification- statues-painting-photography-moving images) yet
continuing to satisfy, in their own aesthetics and style, this originary psychological need in men
(now cinema mummifies life through recording instead of a physical embalming of bodies).
However, Bazin stresses the fact that this mummification process, expressed across the visual
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arts, is not an actual survival on behalf of the deceased subject. It is a way for us to remember the
dead. Simply put, a drawing, photograph or a clip of my deceased cat cannot be my cat. It is a
reminder that keeps my cat to be forgotten from memory, from a ‘second spiritual death’ as
Bazin calls it.
The mummy complex, human’s desire to survive animals after death, seems have turned
into a factuality of some sort in Lippit’s writing. Lippit’s claim “the animal lives on and
survives” is, at least in some regard, an overstatement to me (“The Death” 19), as it suggests the
animal being continuing to live in the virtual domain. Perhaps a life after death for animals could
have been the case, had the dead animals’ consciousness and senses have been transported to the
virtual realm in real life by an advanced technology (much like Black Mirror’s San Junipero
episode, in which the two female lovers chose to live in a virtual reality after physical death).
However, in our case, transposing their anima into animation, the said animals do not continue
living their animality, their animal life, in another shape or form within the virtual space.
Therefore, the animal really gains no ‘life’ after death. One might posit that rather animal bodies
appear to be still in motion function to entertain our fantasy of having salvaged them. Granting
technology the recovery and sheltering of animals which seems to have resolved the crisis also
overlooks a more complex and inimical relationship between technology and animal life.
While the animetaphor enables animals to shatter their metaphorization and expose a
level of truth that lie outside figuration (the semiology of language), it also exposes an impasse
concerning animals –that living animal(s) die in the process. That is, destroying the metaphor
means destroying the animal also (as metaphor is the animal and animal is the metaphor). To
circumvent this limitation, I propose a different kind of animal metaphor, phantom animality, 9
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Lippit also talks about a phantom animality at the end of his first chapter in Electric Animal but uses it
differently to describe the disappearing state of the animal subject in the modern era, that which
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which can still reach across animals’ reality outside the frame but without making use of shots of
animal killings within the frame. Rather than animals being reduced to metaphors for human
experiences, either humans become metaphors for animals’ experiences or their animality is
embedded within particular technologies, spaces and objects. In place of actual animals
‘animating’ their own deaths, human proxies animate animal death, such as when a human
subject experiences trauma reminiscent of trauma experienced by historical animals. Animals
killed outside the film enter the story in the form of displaced, surrogate human bodies –as transspecies phantoms. Likewise, absent animals can be present as phantoms surrounding familiar
technologies, spaces, and forms instrumental to the exploitation and suffering of animals, but
without living animals or their dying being shown. Therefore, instead of the live animal
transmutating into a cinematic specter via its recorded dying, the animal has already been
inscribed within the film as an active phantom denoting animal loss or decay that originates in
the exterior reality. Put in place of the other, humans are invited to rediscover themselves and the
other (animals) all without sacrificing the animal. I will demonstrate this phantom animality
through an analysis of Antiviral, which alludes to animals consumed in the extra textual realm
for food, science and technology, but which does so without depicting the killing of an animal
figure.
3.1

Corporeal Animal(ity), Mimesis and Repetition

Despite Lippit’s innovative framework of animal’s technological transference to the visual realm
as animation, part of the reason why his theory does not carry my analysis further is that Lippit is
too quick to valorize technology as the animal’s savior. “Animals enter a new economy of being

philosophical reason fails to acknowledge. For this reason, the animal who dies but cannot die becomes
a phantom, a crypt of modernity. For a more detailed discussion see Electric Animal, 27.
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during the modern period, one that is no longer sacrificial in the traditional sense of the term but,
considering modern technological media generally and the cinema more specifically, spectral,”
writes Lippit (Electric 1). While his proclamation is plausible, it misses the major role
technology plays in the institutional and systemic death of animals. As Shukin points out the
primary material of film stock—which Lippit claims preserves animals— is made of gelatin,
which is a rendered animal artifact. Thus, cinema, the professed non-sacrificial new economy,
originates from a built-in animal sacrifice.10
The aspect of animal’s technological rendering missing from Lippit’s reading is what
Nicole Shukin teases out in her book Animal Capital. For Shukin, technology under capitalism
virtually and materially renders animals for the manufacture of goods and services. She bases her
argument on the concept of mimesis, in which technological outputs are based on co-optations
and replications of animality, both materially and semiotically. In her detailed analysis, Shukin
demonstrates the ways in which the design of Henry Ford’s first automobile assembly lines
replicated in reverse the animal-oriented technology they followed: the automated
slaughterhouse disassembly lines in stockyards of Chicago. Thus, the moving assembly lines of
cars in Ford’s Highland Park plant in Dearborn, Michigan is a mimetic reversal of the moving
disassembly lines of animals in the abattoirs. This mimicry causes the automobile assembly line
to inadvertently incorporate an animality without the presence of actual animals. Lippit (2000)
makes a similar observation: he notes, Ford’s cars were also displacing horse carriages at the
time. And technology not only incorporated the animality of animals in abattoirs but horses for
transportation. When the first cars were built, Ford measured their engine power in terms of the
power of a horse, the organic physical transport automobiles were displacing and called engine
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For a more detailed discussion of animal remains in the making of gelation see Animal Capital, 104-14.
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power horsepower. Thus, the automobile engine, “bears the trace of an incorporated animality”
(187) and is an “equine crypt” (248).
This incorporated animality that Shukin and Lippit locate in historic technological
practices and artifacts takes the figural/cinematic form of a phantom animality across Antiviral’s
cannibalistic culture, particularly in imaginary future technologies, economies and bodies. The
narrative presents a near future where corporations manufacture and sell a variety of consumer
products— such as disease, meat, dairy and other side products— derived from bodies of
celebrities to provide rabid fans a biological communion with their favorite celebrities. The
technologies that make possible the manufacturing of these celebrity-driven products are
uncanny derivates of former animal consumption technologies.
Phantom animality permeates the celebrity meat market, through how closely the
celebrity meat market mimics its correlate, an actual meat shop in the exterior reality.
Cronenberg picked an actual butcher shop in Ontario, Canada as the shooting location for
Antiviral’s Astral Bodies Meat Shop. To materially displace an actual meat shop for a human
meat shop, if anything, indicates Cronenberg’s envisioning of this future technology as a close
derivative of a butcher shop, an uncanny double. The interiors of the celebrity meat market
strangely resemble the interiors of a butcher shop, the prior industry that it replicates, from
butchers in white aprons weighing meat and customers waiting in line, to posters of ribs and
steaks on sale (Fig. 15) and a refrigerator window display of a variety of human meat and dairy
products in familiar shapes and forms (Fig. 16). A thick plastic curtain in the background,
helping to keep meat and dairy cool in a refrigerated backroom, completes this mimetic staging.
The cannibal technology’s mimicry of carnism reflects on the appearance of human-derived food
items. The meat in the display is quite similar to deli meat in the exterior reality, such as salami
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and sausage. Likewise, human dairy (milk and cheese) looks like its exterior correlate. Even
though we acknowledge these visuals as human meat, by way of resemblance, they bear the
traces of animal meat (its economy, its industry) located elsewhere, outside the frame.

Figure 15 Astral Bodies Meat Shop

Figure 16 The Refrigerator Window Display of the Astral Bodies Meat Shop
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The raw human meat, due to its color, resembles white animal meat but differs
somewhat, given its sometimes ragged surface. This visual disparity wanes to a substantial extent
in a later scene in which a crowd enjoys their meal of celebrity meat and red wine in an elegant
and upscale restaurant (Fig. 17). Identical to an ordinary upscale restaurant in actuality, the cue
that discloses the source of the meat is no longer the meat itself but a decorative piece at the
center of every table, a multifaceted candle holder of Hannah Geist, the celebrity whose meat is
being served. Had we begun watching this movie during this scene, most likely we would have
understood the meat on the plates to be chicken or pork (Fig. 18). Placing human meat products
within locales reminiscent of locales selling animal meat, within the story world and in actual
world, creates an ambient connection between carnism and cannibalism. Not only does this
association raise awareness of the capitalist economy’s power to aptly naturalize
commodification of life; it also draws attention to the quiet vanishing of an already absent animal
from human life by the lack of any trace of animal life in such spaces.

Figure 17 Diners Eating Human Meat in an Upscale Restaurant
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Figure 18 Human Meat Technology’s Mimicry of Animal Meat
Unlike most other cannibal films that presents cannibalism as aberrant behavior, in
Antiviral it has become normalized. What comes across as a strange behavior to the spectators –
the social practice of consuming human-derived food products—has become naturalized to our
future selves. By showing spectators a future in which capitalism has reinvented cannibalism as a
normalized social behavior, Antiviral opens a critical passage for us to critically think carnism as
also being an invention of the capitalist economy. This is where Antiviral’s subtext considerably
differs from other cannibal movies such as Julia Ducournau’s Raw (2016) that also establish
cannibalism as the successor of carnism. While Raw closely associates cannibalism with
carnism, the film tends to code meat eating itself an innate drive, a gateway to one’s true self,
which at best can be kept under control. This depiction of meat eating is in sharp contrast to
Antiviral’s construction of meat eating as a learned social practice, an invention of capitalist
economy, which society takes for granted in time.
Despite technology’s impressive mimicry of animal capital, there remains a difference.
Although human meat is produced directly from a human source, that human body stays intact
and is not killed and dismembered like the bodies of slaughtered animals. The way in which the
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human meat products convey a nonviolent practice is indicated not only in the non-slaughter of
celebrities but also in the bloodless appearance of human meat, as any red or pink hue would
indicate the blood of slaughtered animals. Therefore, the human meat market’s mimicry of the
animal meat market renders human and animal as subjects that are almost but not the same. This
near-symmetry of animal and human as commodity seems to suggest “the final inability of
capitalist biopower to fully realize a perfect tautology of nature and capital” –at least not yet
(Shukin 16). Still the near-sameness of cannibalism to carnism works to disclose the replicating
and naturalizing power of capitalism.
What these visuals of cannibalism subtly promote, then, is everything that carnism has
been offering minus the brutal act of slaughter involved in the former technology. Subsequent
technology’s appropriation of the former technology, minus the former’s drawbacks (violence
and death), echoes Ford’s reasoning for devising a new mode of transportation to “rid the world
of unsanitary and inefficient horses and cows” (119). However, the impression that the celebrity
meat technology and its products have created a future without animals being slaughtered for
meat is soon proven wrong by the onscreen and offscreen animal meat restaurants and meat
shops surrounding the human meat shops and restaurants within the same vicinity.
Despite a predominant sense of animality incorporated in the new cannibal economy, the
diegesis lacks a visible, tangible, live animal figure. Each time an animal enters the diegesis, it is
already dead (these scenes repeat and I will discuss later as to why). That is to say, animals can
enter the story only when dead, absent. The Calamari that two men who approached Syd in a
restaurant order back-to-back, for instance, is an absent referent for the cooked and served squid
that could not enter the diegesis alive. The live animal, in other words, is already an exteriority to
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the diegesis that can only enter the frame, the human linguistic system, the world of [human]
beings upon being killed and commodified.
This seemingly superfluous scene opening up a liminal space where humanity and
animality come into contact is marked by a repetition: calamari (dead squid) is ordered twice
with the same exact line by two men, repeating one after another. That is, the commodified
animal is caught in the loop of material history, over and over again. Dead and exteriorized in an
offscreen past, the animal (squid) arrives in the present in the form of a specter through a sound
cue that echoes, as ‘calamari’ is heard twice. The dead animal’s echo converges with its
doppelganger’s imagery as a news report of celebrity Hannah Geist’s death is simultaneously
broadcast from a tv screen in the same diner. Two subjects (animal and human), two phantoms,
converge and leave imprints on the same landscape: one as an echo, the other as an image. Both
bodies are commodified; both have become media – the cannibalized human body (of Hannah)
mediates between technologies and media, while the carnised animal (squid) mediates between
food industries and written media (a sale item on the menu). The phantom animal (squid) is read
as a type of word (‘calamari’ on the menu), heard as a type of voice (men ordering calamari), and
seen offscreen on the served plate as a type of meat. In this diner scene, the human is surrounded
by a dead animal that the humanity itself created (i.e., raised to be consumed) – an animal that
precedes, neighbors and envelops humanity. In other words, this restaurant scene opens up a
space where humanity approximates an animality that itself created. As Derrida eloquently puts
it: “The animal is there before me, there next to me, there in front of me—I who am (following)
after it. And also, therefore, since it is before me, it is behind me. It surrounds me” (“The
Animal” 380).
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Derrida’s insight of human’s inseparable bound to an animal life through a matter of
succession and inheritance is more forcefully conveyed when the animal appears in the frame. In
an unmotivated long take that temporarily suspends the plot, the camera dwells on dead insects
on a mantle in an empty room. These dead insects, representative of a vanishing animal life,
whose passing no one character noticed, is slyly brought to our attention by a CU in sharp focus
(Fig. 19.). Like the dead insects located at the edge of the frame, animal life hangs at the edge of
life. Human condition is depicted to follow this decaying animal life, as the story discloses the
foyer with dead insects to be the entrance of Hannah’s house who is concurrently lying on a
death bed upstairs and who will die soon after due to a viral infection. Cronenberg opens up a
space beneath the narrative’s visible spectrum to reveal animal death as a precursor to human
death.
The choice of framing—the camera positioning spectators at the edge of the frame beside
and level with dead insects— not only disavows an anthropocentric point of view by taking
human subjects away from the center to the edge beside micro lives, suggesting an affinity
between human and animal, but also depicts an animal life closely being followed by human life
in the Derridean sense (that which the plot soon confirms in the ensuing death of Hannah). The
threshold separating the animal from the human that the framing attempts to blur is also
conveyed through the blurry doorway, the threshold, in which the scene takes place.
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Figure 19 Dead Insects in an Empty Foyer
These seemingly trivial moments—a shot of an empty foyer with dead insects, an
ordinary food order in an ordinary diner— that adds nothing substantial to the narrative flow are
in fact access points, secret passages, through which Cronenberg’s narrative establishes contact
with the animot. They are instances of a “parenthesis,” (Lippit Ex-Cinema) an ex-dimension, an
interval within the space of the movie. “A space within and without space,” in “parenthesis,”
human subject converges, touches, aligns with an outside animal beyond the frame that is before,
besides and around the human (Lippit Ex-Cinema 117). The way Antiviral particularly utilize
parenthesis is to mark the twining of the past and the future where historical animal –dead,
consumed or otherwise going extinct—converge with its future double, its doppelganger, the
decaying, cannibalized human. Slyly transgressing the human-animal divide and expressing a
normalization of the leveling of certain humans with certain animals, these scenes serve to
undermine the speciesist and anthropocentric views. In that sense, they convey a posthumanist
view and, because human’s association is specifically with animals that are spectral, invokes the

75

idea of spectral posthumanism. I deploy this term to explicate how spectral animal and animality
have haunted future humanity through bodies, technologies, economies and topographies in ways
that collapse the human-animal boundary and challenge speciesist and anthropocentric views. 11
Indeed, Antiviral lays the groundwork of a posthumanist perspective from the get-go that
one only realizes in its second half. This perspective becomes clear when these subsequent
repetitional cues, which marked the commodified animal, reflect back on the film’s very first
image, of Hannah, which repeats also. The film opens with Hannah performing the same action
over and over again, turning and taking off her glasses, with an inviting smile on her face. Soon,
what appears to be Hannah at first sight turns out to be an image of Hannah with a cut to a
regressed scale of the same shot now revealing Lucas Clinic as the background and Hannah as an
image playing continuously on a flat screen. Thanks to repetition, which performs a crucial
linkage between human and animal in a cyclical fashion, the replaying image of Hannah that we
could not make much sense at the time, makes perfect sense now: Hannah, like animals, seem to
have been arrested in a loop of repetitive commercialization and consumption. Over Hannah’s
indefinitely repeating image, Syd, company’s salesman, delivers an enchanting spiel to his client
in order to upsell a top-notch disease product of Hannah: ‘Breathtaking…I understand your
fascination with her. I understand completely [sighs]. She is perfect somehow, isn’t she? More
than perfect …’. Soon after, a subsequent scene mimics this initial scene. What sounded at first
as a sincere and unique expression, turns out to be a well-practiced, repetitive pitch, as we watch
Syd repeating the same performance verbatim to another client. Akin to the animal, celebrities
are arrested in the continual loop of capitalist production, their bodies materially and visually
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Adam Lovasz also used this term in a 2018 article in Horror Studies but differently to explain Kiyoshi
Kurosawa’s subtle expression of Japan’s societal extinction through a futuristic story where humans are
haunted by human ghosts in Kairo (2001).
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commodified on Lucas Clinic’s modern assembly lines. Lives (human and nonhuman),
technologies and industries are suggested to be mimetic constructions, historical reproductions
within capital’s ownership of lifeforms. Future capital’s commodification of human flesh, via the
dorsal mimicry of celebrity technology, retrospectively problematizes capital’s present and past
commodification of nonhuman lifeforms.
The phantom animal haunts Hannah. Despite appearing like an adult, a figure of
seduction in pictures, in her private life Hannah appears utterly docile and childishly naïve,
almost a happy slave who offers no resistance to the cannibalistic institutions that harvest and
consume her body. Rather than exhibiting the personality traits of a human being, let alone a
privileged celebrity, Hannah’s behavioral tendencies are more akin to those of an animal subject
who is similarly controlled, exploited and taken advantage of due to an inherent incapability to
speak for itself and demand justice. Celebrities’ contradictory status as both ‘exclusive’ and
‘expendable’ also attests to their cryptic formation as the advent animal. Like the two syllables
‘Han’ and ‘nah’ that make up the word ‘Hannah’ are mirror images of each other, so does
Hannah stand as a mirror image of her doppelganger, the animal other. Thus, future subjects, as
well as technologies and locales, all bear the trace of an animality in a way that builds a strong
affinity between carnism and cannibalism as successive practices of consumer capitalism.
3.2

Visual Animal(ity)

In addition to their material consumption, Shukin also argues for animal’s simultaneous visual
consumption as part of capitalism’s rendering of animals. Just like the automotive assembly lines
of Ford replicated slaughterhouse disassembly lines, the vertical abattoirs of Chicago’s
Packingtown in the 1893 World’s Fair mimicked the moving pictures by turning into a spectacle
the slaughter of animals. Packingtown vertical abattoirs dismembered animals systematically in a
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linear fashion before a crowd of slaughterhouse tour-goers, in a fashion akin to how a moving
image would unfold in a linear fashion. As such, vertical abattoirs not only produced animals as
meat but also as spectacle. While animal life was visually and materially consumed in abattoirs,
Eadweard Muybridge was exhibiting in the same fair his proto-cinematic invention,
zoopraxiscope, displaying animal movement in the White City exhibit, which neighbored the
Packingtown exhibit. Shukin draws attention to the contradiction between these two acts, the
visual and material consumption of animal life on one hand and the desire for its preservation on
the other, all of which spatial contiguity brings to the fore. This paradoxical view of animals that
Shukin locates in a historical instance from the dawn of cinema continues in the twenty-first
century, most tellingly in the form of familiar advertisements of meat and dairy products in
which animated animals promote their own exploitation and/or consumption. Later parodies of
these advertisements were made, including Saturday Night Live’s mock commercial for the
Cluckin’ Chicken restaurant, in which a beheaded but cheerful cartoon chicken absurdly walks
spectators through its own disassembly and an exhibit by Banksy featuring a slaughterhouse
transport truck packed full of cartoonish toy stuffed animals.
Cronenberg plays up on this logic of mainstream animal advertisements by replacing
animals with celebrities who promote their own bodies for consumption. In one scene a female
celebrity grins to the camera with a syringe in her hand (Fig. 20) as she invites consumption of
her body via pathogens and, in doing so, echoes the representation of animals in the exterior
reality where the animal figure similarly promotes products made from the animal’s body. The
carnist ideology manifested in animal product ads is reflected upon the screen in the form of a
future form of cannibalism in which fans ingest and incorporate parts of another human body, in
this case human pathogens, transposed to a product form. Meanwhile, a negative image of a
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celebrity’s body displayed on the adjacent monitor, highlighting her flesh and genital region,
links the consumption of the bodily matter in the syringe to celebrity’s whole body, extending
the pathogenic injection into a form of carnal consumption. Cannibalism, therefore, verges on
carnism as a future derivative by more abstract methods, by constructing incorporation of human
bodies without the physical destruction of the consumed.
When negative images appear elsewhere, they link women and animal bodies through
flesh eating. In the Astral Body Shop, body parts of selected female celebrities, whose meat is on
display, play on a monitor conveniently placed before customers waiting in line to pick up their
orders (Fig. 21). Women’s bodies presented as pieces of meat, visually in the negative images
and materially in the window display, not only “converge eating and seeing, two modes of
phenomenal consumption” (Lippit “Wild” 122) but also associates the duplicate consumption of
animals’ and women’s bodies (Shukin 2009; Adams 2000). Not only do these negative images
with sexual overtones objectify women’s bodies as meat, but also the fragmented body part
recalls that of the fragmented animal elsewhere on cuts of beef chart posters in butcher shops.
The negative image’s fluid inside and outside perspectives, reminiscent of an x-ray image’s
concurrent view of the outside and the inside (Lippit Atomic 42), transgress the boundary
between the exterior and the interior, the skin and its flesh, of both the seen (human) and unseen
(animal) bodies, thereby embodying the virtual and corporeal consumption of both. This image
works to collapse the boundary between the human (female) body and the animal body,
generating a posthuman perspective of human as just as superficial and consumable as an animal.
A hyper-visible cannibal economy serves as a reflexive vehicle for rendering visible the outlines
of spectral animal bodies in the carnist economy that stand outside the field of vision.
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Figure 20 Monitors in Lucas Clinic

Figure 21 A Monitor in the Astral Bodies Meat Shop
Antiviral’s conceptual imbrication of animal with human, with female celebrities in
particular, is without a doubt points to patriarchal capitalist economy’s mutual oppression of
animal and women. That said, the choice of white female bodies as animal surrogates for
consumption, can be read as an indication of a neglect on part of the movie about racial
oppression. It is not that Antiviral does not feature black characters: the receptionist in Lucas
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Clinic and Arya, another female celebrity whose disease and food-products are sold, are both
black characters. But none of these characters are given screen time as much as Hannah and so
no black bodies are shown to be consumed like Hannah’s white body. This can be read as the
film’s insufficiency to recognize racial body as marginalized body. Alternatively, the excessive
visibility of white bodies, taken together with a prominent white lightening and bleached
landscape across the movie, can also be read as an extrapolation of today’s white extremism.
Celebrity idealization and thereof their material and visual consumption lines up with
idealization and consumption of whiteness. Whiteness is founded upon the manufacture of race
among cannibalistic consumer products: all celebrities whose products are being promoted, with
one exception (Arya), are pale white. Food products derived from them: meat, dairy and other
side products are predominantly white in color as well. Nonwhite celebrities can only be known
in relation to white, that their bodies are valuable in meat market when confluent to white frames
of reference. Arya’s meat, the one and only black celebrity in the meat market, being white color
and surrounded by white meat of white celebrities in the meat display window communicates
this racial assimilation (Fig. 16). An overwhelming sense of whiteness also permeates through
white bleached interiors, both public and private spheres, as well as exteriors (Fig.22).
Race relations in Antiviral are limited to the consumption of the white body, female white
body specifically, within this white supremacist and cannibalistic society. As Hannah’s white
body is ultimately instrumentalized by corporate power and consumed both by white members of
the society, male and female. The corporate hands that cut through Hannah’s meat in the
celebrity meat restaurant constructs white body as the consumed and exploited (Fig. 18).
Similarly, Hannah’s white meat is repeatedly shown to be consumed mostly by white males,
including Syd, the anti-hero. The idea of a white body consumed by another white body
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culminates in the end when Syd, engaging in a cannibalistic move, sucks the blood seething
through Hannah’s flesh in the cell-garden. On the other hand, the reciprocal of these two
imageries, a white person, female or male, consuming a black body—black meat or any food
product harvested from Arya for instance— is completely avoided in the entire movie. Choice of
a white body as the representative of institutionalized body for human consumption, in place or
in addition to a black body as such, in conjunction with the excess sense of whiteness across the
movie, may be read as a purposeful aesthetic choice to extrapolate today’s white supremacy

Figure 22 Excess Whiteness
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mapped on to a future taken to extreme while it can also be read as an oversight and perpetuation
of the dominant-subordinate relationship between whites and racialized groups that Antiviral
may have intended to undo.
Material and visual consumption of an onscreen female body, who is also a proxy for
offscreen animal body as I have argued, overlaps the double oppression of animals and women in
patriarchal societies as Carol Adams argued is the case under patriarchy. While Antiviral
acknowledges the consumed bodies of white women, of animals and the link between them
within patriarchal capitalist culture, the same association to the same extent is much harder to
make when it comes to black body and animals.
Celebrities’ assumed position of the animal culminates most explicitly in the film’s end
when Hannah dies. Upon her death, Hannah’s body is plugged into an afterlife capsule (aka cell
garden technology), patented by the film’s Vole and Tesser corporation, a machine that
regenerates her flesh having been infected with the latest virus for the manufacture of afterlife
product line. As a living-dead she transforms into an animal in the philosophical sense, an animal
who dies but is incapable of death—thusly becoming a direct subject of the paradox surrounding
the animal in Western thought. According to this line of thought, animals cannot have a proper
death because they are deprived of language which would bring consciousness to self. Without
consciousness animals are deprived of the knowledge of death. Therefore, they cannot be aware
of their death; they merely perish (Lippit “The Death” 11). Hannah, whose current contingency
aligns her with that of an animal also raises a question. As a human, she speaks, has a
consciousness and presumably has knowledge of death (based on her human status). Yet these
humanly capabilities do not prevent her from facing the same paradox that animals face.
Through Hannah’s predicament, Cronenberg relocates the underlying cause of this paradox
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beyond species-specific (in)capabilities, as argued by Western thought — (un)speakability, (lack
of) consciousness, (un)awareness of death and so on— to the realm of institutional forces and
corporate power in particular.
Once Hannah dies, we see a scene where a digitized image of her happily promotes her
own afterlife. Her body having been transported to the virtual realm, her digital image therefore
can be read as a visual valorization of Lippit’s idea of cinema providing Hannah a ‘virtual
shelter,’ an ‘afterlife,’ in the way Lippit claims cinema provides for animals. Hannah, like
animals upon death, has become a phantom, a ‘fantastical crypt’ within the visual registers of
cinema, as she shifts from a body to an image. Two specters (human and animal) –the first
interior, the latter exterior; one visible, the other invisible –mirror each other in this posthuman
contingency that levels and preserves the two. Hannah’s naked body, a way for animals to exist
instead of humans, further aligns her position with that of an animal that implies a human and
animal association in this moment. Furthermore, Hannah’s vivacious celebration of her
annihilation and consumption brilliantly echoes that of animal figures’ outside the text, who are
similarly digitally constructed to promote their own consumption in the form of meat and other
cultural byproducts.
Lippit’s contention that technology of cinema reconciles the paradox of animal death by
providing animal an “artificial life, animation and the possibility of reanimation” that Hannah’s
vicarious spectral image seemingly implies is soon problematized, however (“The Death” 12). A
glitch soon interrupts her ‘naturalness’ and the accompanying idyllic feeling through face
pixelation and electronic changes to voice, producing an unnatural, and arguably uncanny,
appearance (Fig. 23). In doing so, Cronenberg reveals the seeming reality to be a constructed
reality, a reproduction.
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Figure 23 A Glitch Momentarily Disrupts Hannah’s Image
This interruption follows an abrupt cut to a series of claustrophobic interior shots from
the afterlife capsule, which keeps intact Hannah’s corpse and cultivates her flesh (Fig. 24). These
fleshy images out of form, in accordance with the abrupt cut, mark a sharp contrast to Hannah’s
lively, intact, virtual body. They reveal the ‘raw,’ the ‘material’ reality kept out of the public
eye—a visual analogue to the material versus visual rendering of animals. And finally, they
overthrow the ‘technology as the sympathetic preserver’ impression of the promotional ad.

Figure 24 Hannah’s Flesh in the Afterlife Capsule Intertwined with the Metallic Parts
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Subsequent to these fleshy images, an overhead camera angle shows Hannah’s deformed
face through the glass window of the afterlife capsule with her eyes shut (Fig. 25). Hannah’s
supine position, pale face with eyes closed, seen through a window display from an overhead
camera angle makes the body appear more like a corpse in a casket and thus renders technology
akin to a tomb rather than a shelter for Hannah. Hannah’s commodified body repeats the paradox
of animal death: like animals, she is dead but incapable of dying. Her body is dead and yet alive,
emphasized by the constant whooshing sound of a ventilator pumping oxygen to her organs and
the corresponding rising and falling of her organs.

Figure 25 The Overhead Angle on the Afterlife Capsule
What is disturbing about Hannah’s material imagery seems to be a claimed ownership
over the body of a human being. Vandana Shiva in her book Biopiracy writes “the door to
patents on life was opened by genetic engineering” (vii). By adding a new gene to the cell of
plants and animals, corporations claimed they have invented and created the seed, the plant and
all future seeds and animals which are now their property (ibid). Antiviral can be read as a redux
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of corporate biopiracy: As narrative makes clear towards the end, the Vole and Tesser
corporation infects Hannah’s body with a new virus in order to be able to claim her body and
new product line their invention and patented property. For Shiva, Intellectual Property Rights
(IPRs) to cover living systems and organisms is a distortion of ‘innovation’ and ‘invention.’
Instead, it is a type of theft that she calls ‘biopiracy’ which is best illustrated by animal biotech
industries’ manipulation of animals’ internal biological functions and their transformation of
animals into factories. She notes:
Take the case of a sheep named Tracy, a ‘biotechnological invention’ of the
scientists of Pharmaceutical Proteins Ltd (PPL). Tracy is called ‘a mammalian
cell bioreactor’ because, through the introduction of human genes, her mammary
glands are engineered to produce a protein, alpha-1-antitrypspin, for the
pharmaceutical industry. As Ron James, Director of PPL, states, ‘the mammary
gland is a very good factory. Our sheep are furry little factories walking around in
the fields and they do a superb job.’ (21)
Considered from Shiva’s theoretical framework, the human cell garden technology emerges as a
future mimesis of this animal biotechnology. Hannah’s body is infected with a virus and
regenerated by company’s scientists to produce her afterlife product line akin to sheep’s bodies
are infected with human genes by biotech companies to produce a special protein for
pharmaceutical industry. As though suspended in a ceaseless loop, Hannah relives an
intertemporal trauma of animals in biotechnological industry, where her body is merely an
instrument for commodity production and profit maximization. The novel cell garden
technology, emerging as a posthuman formation— a human-machine-spectral animal hybrid—
rewrites the animal biotechnology practices outside the text as acts of biopiracy. Transgressing
the temporal, spatial and species borderlines, the posthuman agency and aesthetics of Antiviral
verge on commodified animals outside the text in an effort to defamiliarize the spectator to their
commodification.

87

In this chapter, I teased out the absent-present status of the animal in Brandon
Cronenberg’s 2012 film Antiviral by engaging with and offering an alternative to Lippit’s
animetaphor whereby the text alludes to actual animals beyond the frame – animals that are
institutionalized, consumed and exploited – without any need for animals dying or even live
animals to be captured on camera. As opposed to an idea of the animal specter living happily
ever after in the virtual upon being killed by humans, phantom animal(ity) is put into use for
calling to mind and recovering a level of unacknowledged truth about the consumed,
commodified animal beyond the frame. The analysis showed the power of phantom animality to
converge an amorphous and omnipresent animal with actual animals at the frame’s limit.
By considering Shukin’s theory of animal rendering in conjunction with Lippit’s
animetaphor, I sought to demonstrate how phantom animal(ity) haunts the material culture of a
future (cannibal) society, in particular surrogate humans, technologies, economies and
topographies. Ian Baucom, who, reflecting on Walter Benjamin’s and Fredric Jameson’s
accounts of history, notes, “as time passes the past does not wane but intensifies; as history
repeats itself it repeats in neither attenuated nor farcical form but by ‘redeeming’ the what-hasbeen, ‘awakening’ it into a fuller, more intense form” (21-22). Capital’s normative double
rendering of animals returns intensified in the form of capital’s mimetic rendering of human
consumption—a technologically invented cannibalism. In Antiviral, this historical repetition and
intensification is aesthetically conveyed through mimetic forms and repetitional cues (visual and
aural) across species to reveal cannibalism as a mimesis of carnism. A present act of taboo
turned future cultural norm—revealed to be an innovation in cahoots with capitalism— opens to
question carnism’s naturalized state and encourages spectators to reflect critically on today’s
carnist practice as part of an invention, an artifact, rather than a natural practice.
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In mapping the double rendering of the animal for market consumption onto human
surrogates of an imagined cannibal culture, Antiviral also discloses a more complicated and
paradoxical relationship of technology to animal life than the one proposed by Lippit, thereby
problematizing his affirmation of technological media, and technology in general, as salvaging
animal life.

4

LEAPING OVER THE WALL OF FEAR: TOWARD SOCIAL ECOLOGY AND
SOCIAL SELF
Each time a story helps me remember what I thought I knew, or introduces me to
new knowledge, a muscle critical for caring about flourishing gets some aerobic
exercise. Such exercise enhances collective thinking and movement in
complexity.
—Donna Haraway, Staying with the Trouble

Cannibalism is about viewing some people as food and other people as family, just as carnism is
about viewing some animals as food and other animals as family. Therefore, at the heart of
ideologies of meat we find the essential question of who is family and who is not. This chapter
will trace the construction of ‘family’ and its delineated borderlines in postapocalyptic cannibal
movies and disaster survival movies. Melanie Joy notes that contemporary systems of patriarchy
and capitalism justify meat-eating with what she refers to as The Three Ns of Justification (that
carnism is natural, normal and necessary). She further indicates that these The Three Ns are
sustained by all major social institutions from state, economy, religion to family and education
(96-98). The Three Ns, Joy argues, are the same arguments that violent ideologies of human
history have relied upon to justify slavery, male dominance and the Holocaust (97). Carnism, an
ideology entangled in the most basic unit of society, the family, emerges to be the main precursor
of cannibalism in postapocalyptic films. Familiar habits of animal consumption and farm
animals’ lack of moral consideration, in the absence of animals, returns intensely in the form
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predatory behaviors among individuals and families of Western societies. Therefore, I will
interrogate how family is constructed within these films and how that construction relates to
carnism, survival, care and solidarity.
4.1

The Cannibal Collective

A central narrative pattern in cannibal films is a group of people that cares for its members but
preys upon all others. The cannibal collective can be a biological family, as in the Texas
Chainsaw Massacre series; a conglomerate of families or individuals, as in Hell (2011); a tribe,
as in The Green Inferno (1973); a band of comrades, as in Ravenous (1999); a community, in the
case of The Walking Dead TV series (2010- ) or The Bad Batch (2016); or even the ruling class
of a nation-state, as in the case of Soylent Green (1973). Even Hannibal Lecter (Anthony
Hopkins), the lone cannibal in The Silence of the Lambs (1991), strives to establish a mutually
beneficial, interpersonal bond with Agent Clarice Starling (Jodie Foster), rather than seeking to
eat her. Indeed, that movie’s plot centers more around this relationship than the relationship
between Lecter and his victims.
The cannibal collective presents a stark contrast between care and consumption,
nurturance and exploitation. In Hell, as I will soon discuss in greater detail, cannibals are willing
to incorporate some outsiders into their family instead of eating them. Cannibals in The Bad
Batch also contend with whether someone will be food or family. Hannibal seeks out Clarice
because he needs a stimulating human connection instead of a meal. In Ravenous, a lone
cannibal strives to recruit others to be his companions in cannibalism (one of his inductee’s
remarks, ‘it is lonely being a cannibal, it is hard to make friends.’). It is hard to imagine
something more anti-social than a human eating other humans. Yet even though they eat people,

90

these cannibals are not anti-social. They seek to be part of some collective that cares for its
members, despite seeking to consume everyone else.
The cannibal collective is fundamentally subversive because it undermines the
hegemonic belief in individuals being inherently antagonistic and competitive towards one
another – a belief that seeks to naturalize capitalism and the nation-state. Obviously, antagonism
among humans exists, as does competition, exploitation and oppression. But if individuals are
fundamentally antagonistic in the way liberal political philosophy and neo-classical economics
assumes, then why do families exist? Why do corporations exist? The cannibal collective takes
this questioning to the extreme by enabling us to conceive how cooperative, caring human
relationships could coexist with even the most horrific intra-human antagonism imaginable.
Therefore, perhaps antagonism between people is not rooted in the inevitable nature of
individuals but in particular aspects of prevailing collectives and how those collectives relate to
people outside of them. Thus, the cannibal collective encourages us to question dominant
institutions rather than taking them for granted.
Sometimes cannibal storylines merely acknowledge the strange coexistence of
contradictory themes of care and predation. In this sense, the cannibal collective is not unlike the
violent but caring mafia family of more ubiquitous crime dramas. The Texas Chainsaw
Massacre’s Sawyer family in this sense are not unlike The Godfather’s Corleones. But other
cannibal films go one step further. They not only highlight but also critique the very notion of a
limited sphere of moral consideration. As I will discuss, Tim Fehlbaum’s Hell is one such
cannibal film that critiques the family as limited sphere of moral consideration. Both a cannibal
film and a postapocalyptic disaster survival film, Hell not only challenges us to expand our
sphere of moral consideration beyond the very family that disaster survival films such as War of
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the Worlds (2005) typically glorify, but to extend our notion of kinship beyond biological and
marital ties. In contrast to Hell, two other postapocalyptic cannibal movies I will analyze, The
Road and The Bad Batch, both present the contradictory coexistence of care and predation that
characterizes the cannibal family without critiquing it or suggesting alternatives.
So many Hollywood disaster survival movies revolve around the ordeals of a family. The
catastrophe is so pressing and inescapable that it leaves the hero no alternative but to prioritize
their (usually his) family at the expense of other individuals and families. The idea of ‘every
family for itself’ is naturalized in these stories. Hell, however, guides the viewer down a
radically different path – one that prioritizes a broader understanding of human solidarity over
both self and family and one that arouses courage for this purpose.
Hollywood disaster survival movies predominantly represents the patriarchal family as
the norm. Justified by dire and stressful times, patriarchal care shows itself in the male hero’s
well-intentioned, attentive, caring for his own small group in the form of decision-making,
taking initiative, leading and directing women, children and others to safety. This characterizes
so many of the postapocalyptic, disaster survival movies, including War of the Worlds, World
War Z (2013), The Day after Tomorrow (2004), The Road, The Happening (2008), The Mist
(2008) and Deep Impact (1998).
Hell’s rejecting the patriarchal legacy of its genre is especially pronounced because the
film at first pretends to conform to this legacy. As a result, when the film later deviates from
predictable conventions at unexpected moments it draws particular attention to the very
conventions it violates. In doing so, Hell recognizes, and helps us recognize, the representation
of family as a convention before it takes an alternative route. The film abides by the general
framework of classical Hollywood and co-opts certain tenets of the post-apocalyptic survival
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movie to lead the viewer to expect a more generally conventional film. But then, by
systematically deviating from certain conventions –specifically certain gender conventions—at
unexpected moments, the film thwarts the very expectations it has created. In every instance, the
affective outcome is a surprise that draws attention to the narrative construction (Tan 211) and
more specifically to conventions previously taken for granted. These surprise cues also
contribute and lead to a larger affective pattern that helps the spectator overcome fear in order for
the film to elicit courage. This affective scheme enables Hell to counteract the ideological
working of Hollywood and make a socialist –rather than liberal— feminist intervention that
works to empower spectators by engaging them in consciousness raising, collectively liberating
action and ethical responsibility instead of the competitive struggle for individual advancement
that Hollywood tends to universalize as the prevalent form of existence.
4.2

Hell and Effects of Emotions: Surprise, Fear and Courage

There are three major surprise cues dispersed strategically throughout the movie: one at the
beginning, the second in the middle and the third towards the end. The film’s beginning is
surprising due to expectations established before the viewer can even hit the play button.
Distributed to a general American audience via Netflix in 2015, the film’s thumbnail was the
same as the jacket image of its 2012 American DVD – a stereotypical horror movie poster
featuring the title “HELL” in large, dripping crimson letters, superimposed over a CU of a face
completely covered by a mask and goggles which, in turn, reflect muscular bodies armed with
axes. The tagline “Struggle is everything” – coupled with name dropping of Roland Emmerich,
the well-known director and/or producer of such blockbusters as The Day After Tomorrow,
Independence Day and 2012— along with the stereotypical title, ‘Hell,’ as the opposite of
heaven, promptly cues viewers to expect yet another Hollywood post-apocalyptic survival
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movie. Thus, when Hell turns out to be a German language film, it takes spectators by surprise.
Furthermore, the movie’s title, ‘Hell,’ turns out to be a double entendre. Besides its meaning in
English, the opposite of heaven, ‘hell’ means bright in German. As I will discuss later this
second meaning opposes the English meaning of the word. Like its use of this double entendre,
the movie makes use of Hollywood conventions for its alternative agenda.
After this initial brief surprise cue, the film begins very much like a familiar postapocalyptic survival movie. In the very near future, the world as we know it has ended. An
increase in the sun’s intensity has destroyed vegetation and livestock. Small groups of survivors
struggle to secure shelter and scarce resources in competition with one another. Within this
chaotic environment, the camera follows the survival struggle of three people –a young couple,
Phillip (Lars Eidinger) and Marie (Hannah Herzsprung), and Marie’s little sister, Leone (Lisa
Vicari)—as they search for gasoline, food and water in an abandoned rural town.
This common survival narrative is reinforced by the familiar family and gender dynamics
of so many previous survival scenarios. Just like the father figure trying to protect his family in
War of the Worlds, World War Z, and The Road, Philip is situated as the male/father figure who
drives the narrative in search of resources to enable his family’s survival. He is the provider,
actant and fighter. Marie is portrayed very much like a conventional female figure, a
mother/nurturer/caretaker of the trio, dependent and auxiliary to the hero, whose priority is
taking care of Leone in the absence of their mother, with Leone having figuratively become the
child within this nuclear familial formation. Through several other cues, the film conditions us to
continue take for granted such subgenre archetypes for quite some time –literally, for the entire
first half of the movie.
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At exactly the turn to the film’s second half, however, Fehlbaum suddenly shifts away
from the subgenre stereotypes he has conformed to thus far as characters begin behaving in ways
which appear to us as unpredictable based on our previous conditioning. The breaking point is
when the little sister Leone is kidnapped when the group is scavenging for food. Philip, the hero,
tells Marie what to do, to run away, like the man told the woman what to do at the movie’s
beginning. But instead Marie parts ways with Philip, who she has been willingly depended upon,
and sets out alone to recover her sister, and from that point on the story follows Marie’s quest.
The camera, which has been tethered to Philip thus far, changes its focal point and tethers to
Marie moving forward. This unexpected partition and the female character taking the lead
initiates the second surprise cue.
From Final Girl movies, we are familiar with heroines transforming from weak to strong,
dependent to independent. So, what is different about Marie that takes us by surprise? As Carol
Clover notes, from the very outset of a Final Girl film we understand who the leading protagonist
will be, and that her struggle is the main storyline (44). But in Hell, we do not, even slightly,
suspect that Marie will be the lead or that hers will be the main storyline. Not only has Philip
been the film’s goal-driven protagonist up until this point, but the camera has aligned with the
hero instead of the heroine. Upon Philip and Marie’s split, however, the camera aligns with
Marie through the rest of the movie forming a strong allegiance with her. What also contributes
to our surprise is due to conventions: at the time of the movie’s release we had been
encountering the Final Girl trope mainly in slasher movies but not in postapocalyptic movies. In
several interviews conducted, Fehlbaum mentions the novelty of Hell being one of the first
postapocalyptic movies that features a leading female figure. In other words, the incorporation of
a Final Girl figure in a postapocalyptic movie, a design meant by the director to be a novelty,
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also takes us by surprise. However, Clover cautions us not to quickly regard every strong female,
every Final Girl, as a feminist figure. The figure may be Hollywood’s take on feminism:
To applaud the Final Girl as a feminist development, as some reviews of Aliens
have done with Ripley is, in light of her figurative meaning, a particularly
grotesque expression of wishful thinking. She is simply an agreed-upon fiction
and the male viewer’s use of her as a vehicle for his own sadomasochistic
fantasies an act of perhaps timeless dishonesty. (53)
With the sudden shift in the narratological perspective to the female figure, spectators’
expectations adjust from a male to a female mode of quest, but the overarching quest itself—
individual/familial struggle for survival— remains familiar. The narrative then pretends to
pursue this conventional goal— the single-issue approach of saving family members— only to
later diverge to concerns beyond it, at a crucial turning point yet to come.
In a determined search for her sister, Marie walks for days on the road under the
scorching sun as she passes rural areas and railways. She spends the night in an abandoned
chapel. The next day she is found by a middle age woman, Elisabeth (Angela Winkler), who
offers Marie water, food and shelter in Elisabeth’s house nearby so Marie can recover. Marie
soon realizes the people who kidnapped her sister, Leone, were Elisabeth and her family, who, in
the aftermath of the environment disaster, joined with another neighboring farming family to
hunt people for food. In an attempt rescue Leone from the cannibal family, Marie faces a series
of fear-arousing cues, including being held captive, suffering an attempted rape, being slated to
be butchered, and finally having to helplessly witness the slaughter of Philip in a fashion familiar
to us from slasher movies.
These escalating fear cues, each happening in a different section of the farm and
incrementally increasing in intensity through successive episodes, lead the viewer to linger in
tonic fear (Tan), a state of long-lasting fear, while coding the farm as ‘the object of fear’ and
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‘death.’ Meanwhile, the spectator is tethered to Marie sharing her vision of the events through
POV structures as she goes through horrifying situations. These semi POV and POV shots, along
with significant use of close-ups of her horrified face, generate a tight empathic engagement with
Marie (what Carl Plantinga calls “scene of empathy”), where we share her emotional experience
and an unbridled desire for her to flee this farm the first chance she gets (239). Terror skyrockets
in the last fear episode of the series, as Hell evokes the fear of a brutal death. This is a long
sequence in which Marie—half naked with hands and feet tied—waits to be butchered in the
slaughter room after refusing to eat human flesh at the family’s dinner table. While waiting to be
butchered, Marie witnesses Philip being butchered in the adjacent room. During all this, the
ample use of POV shots and facial feedback –her horrified face reacting to Philip’s slaughter that
she witnesses it step by step— intends to maximize our emotional contagion with her fear and
anxiety toward being butchered soon. In short, for the film’s second half, our newfound
allegiance with Marie functions to produce “empathetic fear,” (Tan) an intense sense of empathy
with a character’s fear as he/she undergoes a series of horrifying situations.
The intensity of this drawn out, empathic fear becomes so overwhelming for the spectator
that when Marie is presented with an opportunity to escape after managing to squeeze through
the slaughter room’s tiny window, all we want is her to run away immediately from this
madhouse. As soon as Marie sets foot outside the window she looks up ahead. This shot of her
face looking offscreen follows what she sees from her POV, the foggy woods in the distance—as
a zoom in gently pulls us (Marie and spectators sharing her vision) toward this haven, where
Marie can take refuge and reunite with Leone. However, instead of running away into the woods,
Marie unexpectedly turns and runs back into the farm.
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Part of what throws us off here is this inserted POV shot of the woods. As Plantinga
explains Noel Carroll’s claim, a human face juxtaposed with POV editing communicates
information about a character’s emotions. Marie’s point/object shot of the woods is the “focuser”
that enables us to identify her emotion (241). The view of the woods from her POV, in
conjunction with a pull into this scenery, leads us to assume she is in fear and about to make a
run for her life to the first spotted place in her immediate sight—the woods. This (mis)led
assumption about the heroine is in accordance with and due to conventions as well: the initial
reflex of terrorized women in slasher movies is to run away from the terrorizer and into the
woods or other nearby refuge. Furthermore, the zoom in, mimicking a corporeal leap forward,
further encourages the spectator, engrossed in her vision, to run into the woods. Yet this turns out
to be a false communication as soon as Marie moves in the opposite direction and thwarts our
expectation.
Because we were misled for an escape through character engagement and because there
was no cue that would communicate to us an alternative motivation, Marie returning to the farm
comes as a total surprise and marks the third and final surprise cue. The experienced film viewer,
conditioned by many preceding survival/horror micro scripts, and therefore not trained for such
an outcome, fails to make any sense of Marie’s motivation as she continues to swiftly walk back
into the farm. “Sudden twist in the plot causing the spectators to become aware of the telling of
the story,” the spectator naturally starts to wonder (Tan 65): Why didn’t Marie flee? What could
possibly be more important than her own life? What does she still have to do in the farm,
especially when her sister, the macguffin, is no longer in the farm? We also wonder what the
point was of that inserted POV shot of the forest, if Marie was not going to run towards it
anyway? Why not omit this scene in the first place?
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Marie’s stunning move from just outside the slaughter room and back into the cannibal
farm, marks a powerful surprise cue and punctuates the major emotional and ideological turning
point of the film. It is not until Marie starts heading towards the barn that we realize her
motivation and the moment assumes a moral dimension. After all she has been through, she has
chosen to risk her own life to rescue people she has not even met. Marie’s unexpected move, a
choice of others over self and family, is reflexively critical of and firmly breaks from the
preceding disaster survival movies, which predominantly prioritize family and self, and which
ultimately naturalize the idea of ‘every family for itself.’
While our moral evaluation of her decision encourages us to re-align with her, the
previously built up tonic fear over several episodes is so overwhelming that we still resist going
forward with her. This is understandable, as Greg Smith notes emotions take much longer to shift
than cognition. He writes: “the emotions usually involve the body and the body cannot change
arousal states as quickly as the mind can change thoughts. To change from one emotional state to
a radically different one requires time for the body to alter its orientation” (122). Due to our
emotional incongruence with the heroine, our disposition at this moment is still to see her run out
of the courtyard immediately. The camera, however, stubbornly lingers on her side and drags us
along with Marie as she keeps moving towards what has been coded as ‘the object of fear.’ This
comprehensive cognitive and aesthetic design works to gradually alleviate our impulse to run
away from the fearful object and brace for a possible confrontation with a member of the
cannibal family. The character’s continual trajectory through and toward the fearful object, in
service of a noble cause, substantially abates the spectators’ elicited fear, allowing us to get past
fear’s threshold and into an emotional experience quite the opposite but just as powerful—
courage—whose residue sticks with the spectator even after the movie ends.
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But a move towards the object of fear per se does not account for the evocation of courage.
Afterall, scenes where the protagonist hears a noise and slowly moves towards a half closed or
closed door is quite common in horror, and our reaction is “No, don’t go into the room, stupid!”
This reaction of ours is due to an urge to warn the hero(ine), who, driven by her curiosity, seeks
to discover what is behind the door. In Marie’s situation, however, there is no need to for us
warn her as both Marie and spectators already have been in the farm and faced its terror. Despite
knowing the facts of the situation, she chooses to return to rescue others. This moral decision
that drives her action is what fosters courage, as Aristotle describes courage as a core human
virtue to voluntarily face danger for a noble/honorable goal (111-34). The steps the film takes to
initiate spectators’ courage overlap with the steps of initiating moral courage explicated by
Nelson Goud: a courageous actor perceives risk, experiences fear and overcomes fear to act
toward a higher purpose or noble goal (107-113). Once we realize Marie has decided to free
captives even if it costs her own life, her goal gains a noble cause. Our moral evaluation, in
tandem with the scene’s aesthetic design encouraging alignment with her, is what moves our
feeling. The major surprise cue increases the intensity of this emotional outcome, the courage
spectators feel, as surprise’s main function is that it “reinforces the main emotion, the nature of
which, is determined by the outcome” (Tan 211).
The movie then channels this elicited courage into the realization of collective resistance
and liberation by pivoting audio-visual strategies in that direction. As soon as Marie locates and
frees the prisoners from a room inside the barn, the composition transforms from isolated closeups of individual faces to fast-paced longer shots of the crowd all together taking action, as
captives rush forward, dashing through the gates as if breaking their fetters, pushing open the
barn’s door, and finally clashing with the cannibals outside—all of which develops a “unified
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image of a human flood” (Eisenstein 253). The successive rapid shots of the crowd surging
across the scenes recall the mass of people running from Czarist soldiers during the Odessa Steps
in Battleship Potemkin (1925) and the finale of Strike (1925) in a way that reveals Hell’s
pervasive concern for overcoming oppression through collective struggle. The camera placed
among the energized crowd prompts the viewer to imagine themselves as an active participant in
this resistance. The unanchored, first-person camera within the crowd, rather than aligning us to
a specific person or gender, aligns us with the oppressed group in motion together. When the
barn’s door is pushed and broken together, this moment of ‘many acting as one’ is marked with
the movie’s title ‘Hell,’ as the bright sun fills up the screen (Fig. 26). The moment results in
discharge of tension and a sense of euphoria.

Figure 26 Self as Social Self
But haven’t we encountered courage in horror before? What makes Hell different in terms of
handling courage? Yes, in the cases of Buffy, Ripley and several other Final Girl figures, we did
witness heroines acting courageously. But witnessing courageous actions or actants does not
necessarily mean that courage will transmit to the spectator so that spectators too feel
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courageous. In other words, the display of a certain emotion on the screen does not necessarily
guarantee the spectators will experience that same emotion as the character.
The purpose courage serves is also what differentiates Hell from its counterparts. In his
work, The Courage to Be, Paul Tillich explores the concept of courage in relation to the structure
of being. For Tillich, self and the world are the two polar but inseparable elements that constitute
being. The first pole refers to one’s affirmation of their being through separating and isolating
their self from the world (individualization). Here, the self is “a separated, self-centered,
individualized, incomparable, free, self-determining self” (86). The second pole is affirmation of
the self as a self by participating in the world, by “being a part” or “taking part” in it. Tillich
draws on three meanings of participation: sharing, having in common (the participation of the
individual in the universal as Plato’s methexis, indicating “a state of having in common with,”
“of being related to” (Sweeney 2)), and finally being a part of a political movement (88).
Participation, that is, to be a part of, is something that necessitates an individual self who will
participate. Therefore, since participation and individuality are integral and interdependent
elements, courage is that which affirms both sides of one’s own being when threatened by
nonbeing. As he notes “the courage to be is essentially always the courage to be as a part and the
courage to be as oneself, interdependence” (90). This means that there is not only an individual
but also a collective component to one’s being.
Hollywood adventure/thriller/horror/ movies in general, and Final Girl movies in
particular, tend to limit being to individual self-affirmation without regard to self-affirmation by
participation, or the courage to be as a part. The threat or threating situation rises and is thwarted
by individual courage. Collectivity, if present, is limited to one’s immediate surroundings.
Heroines undertake courageous acts to protect themselves or to fulfill their responsibilities
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toward direct dependents, such as family and friends. Bryan Bertino’s The Monster (2016), for
instance, understands bravery in terms of a mother sacrificing her own life to protect her
daughter from the attacks of a horrifying creature and the daughter’s courage to save her own life
by finally killing the creature. In Hush (2016), a deaf woman fights for her own life, and
gradually become courageous, to keep herself alive from an intruder who is trying to kill her. In
10 Cloverfield Lane (2016), a woman held captive in a bunker by a psychotic survivalist needs to
face her fears in order to escape and, in doing so, prepares herself to fight even more frightening
aliens outside. Similar prior examples abound in the Halloween series, Alien (1979), Aliens
(1986), Final Girl (2015), The Final Girls (2015), The Descent (2005) and more. In all of these
cases where a heroine is acting bravely either to preserve her own life or risking/sacrificing her
life to fulfill her responsibilities toward direct dependents, courage is deployed to affirm the
individual self and its familial extensions (which, arguably, are integral to the individual self).
Hell, on the other hand, by expanding concern beyond the self and its immediate relations, elicits
courage to liberate complete strangers. Instead of isolating herself, or herself and her sister, the
heroine takes on the courage to be a part. A deeper affirmation of the self is thereby achieved
through taking part in a collective struggle against a radical form of tyranny. Self-affirmation is
constituted to be the “affirmation of oneself as a participant in the creative development of
mankind” (Tillich 107).
4.3

Hell and Ideology

An emotion can be utilized for different, sometimes opposite, purposes in movies, depending on
a film’s ideological disposition. Final Girl movies arguably have a general tendency to orient
viewers towards a liberal feminist position that focuses on the individual struggle of the heroine
and her triumph over the male figure(s) as the key to women’s liberation, while invariably failing
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to raise questions about the larger systemic forces—social structures and institutions of a
patriarchal capitalist society— underpinning women’s oppression. Given a lack of such
interrogation, more often than not, feminist struggle is reduced to women’s oppression by men,
which predominantly takes the form of the Final Girl pitted against a male antagonist (Friday
The Thirteenth series from part 2 on, Halloween series, 10 Cloverfield Lane or Hush), a group of
men (Tyler Shields’ Final Girl) or a family of men (Hooper’s The Texas Chainsaw Massacre).
Final Girl’s ideological workings seem to be in accordance with Hollywood’s impression
of a strong female figure. Hollywood images of empowered heroines have greatly increased
since the mid-70s and now abound. Yet as many contemporary feminist film scholars 12 have
claimed, these female figures and their narratives mostly embody a quite limited, liberal notion
of feminism. By focusing on independent, competitive heroines, these “post,” “neo” or “quasi”
feminist films tend to convert feminist struggle into a highly individualistic pursuit that lacks any
conception of collective struggle for social change and diverts attention from structural
inequality in the era of neoliberalism.
Hell, on the other hand, suggests a far more nuanced and sophisticated view of feminism,
not only by addressing the social forces underlying the oppression of women but also by opening
a discussion among different sects of feminism. The movie underscores capitalism and
patriarchy as equally oppressive forces for women and presents collective struggle to overthrow
these social structures as necessary for the liberation of both men and women. Thus, the story
ends up not being about the salvation of two sisters escaping cannibals— although it easily could
have been, had Marie just headed to the woods— but instead about the salvation of an entire
class (captives) escaping being literally consumed by the surviving representatives of a

12

See Radner (2010); McRobbie (2008); Karlyn (2011); Radner and Stringer, eds (2011).
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patriarchal, carnist and extractive society. The appropriation of cannibalism, which has been the
hyperbole of capitalism’s ‘dog-eat-dog’ in the form of ‘men-eat-men’ further relates the savagery
of cannibalism to capitalism. And it is the heroine’s choice to not run away, and instead pick a
side in this fight, that transforms individual survival into a collective project.
In theorizing women’s liberation, socialist feminism emphasizes the relation between
gender, class and family. Class is something men and women experience both in the family unit
and in paid work, though differently. In Anne Phillips’ explanation, “women adopt the classes of
their fathers or husbands and of their paid workplace at various times” (Divided Loyalties 29). In
the absence of her husband, Elisabeth, the cannibal family’s matriarch, seems to have undertaken
the role, power and class of her husband. It is actually this ‘class’ privilege that Elisabeth offers
Marie when Elisabeth invites Marie and Leone to join the cannibal family by coupling with
Elisabeth’s sons. That is, Elisabeth offers Marie the opportunity to become the exploiter and not
exploited, the eater and not the eaten, a symbolic representation of class privilege, which the
sisters will only be able to obtain through their future husbands. In other words, the cannibal
family is constituted as a form of social group in which marriage for women becomes the means
of obtaining class privilege.
Yet this class position does not entirely protect women in this family from exploitation
and oppression. The class privilege that prevents women from turning into meat comes in
exchange for the daily exploitation and oppression within and by the cannibal family, in the form
of female servility. Dominated by males, female members are coerced into performing domestic
labor in exchange for their survival. Consigned to reproducing, child-rearing, cooking and
serving (human flesh), fulfilling male sexual desires and enduring domestic violence, all female
cannibals except for Elisabeth (the matriarch of a patriarchal family) are subordinates whose
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essential role is to sustain the patriarchal family. Patriarchy and capitalism are depicted as two
closely linked forces of oppression, reified in the cannibal family. Thus, by refusing to eat her
meal of human meat stew at the cannibal family’s dinner table, Marie simultaneously rejects the
privilege she is offered at human livestock’s expense and the oppression that she herself must
submit to in order to attain that privilege.
Analyzed within this framework, the entity the heroine is up against is not a random group
of cannibals but a bare bones embodiment of capitalist patriarchy. Consequently, the collective
struggle the female agent instigates ultimately is directed at this capitalist patriarchal formation.
Hell takes on a socialist feminist orientation by turning the fight against the cannibal family into
a collective fight against capitalism and patriarchy which is initiated by an individual female
agent. Socialist feminism acknowledges class and patriarchy as central forces in women’s
oppression and believes social change is necessary to end the oppression of women.
However, Hell also resists any depiction of patriarchy that would simply reduce it to
men’s oppression of women by making the head of the cannibal family a ‘woman’ instead of a
‘man.’ This matriarch is dedicated to nurturing and perpetuating her own family to the extent that
she sacrifices other ‘women’ for men or coerces them into marrying men. In doing so, patriarchy
is conceptualized as something not only transmitted and maintained by men. Women can also
assume patriarchal roles and exploit others, so the solution to patriarchy is not something as
simple as the assumed universal sisterhood of radical feminism.
Further, women attaining individual autonomy and liberation being a matter of achieving
gender equality, the basic tenets of liberal feminist philosophy, is aptly critiqued via Elisabeth.
For liberal feminists, patriarchy is mainly a matter of discrimination. It is women not having
access to existing positions of power in the same way men have access to those positions. So, it
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does not seek to overthrow those hierarchies, it just seeks to integrate women into them in the
same way that men exist within them. From this perspective, Hell’s patriarchal villain is actually
a liberal feminist heroine: a woman who has achieved a position of power previously reserved
for men within what remains a patriarchal and otherwise oppressive organization. In addition,
Elisabeth’s extremist care for her own sons over anybody else highlights the contradiction
between an all- encompassing human solidarity on the one hand and, on the other, the
paradoxically social yet anti-social behavior of caring for one’s family at the expense of other
people.
Even though such competition between a protagonist’s own family and other families or
victims does exist to a certain extent in other post-apocalyptic movies, the catastrophe is so
overwhelming that it leaves the hero no alternative but to prioritize his/her family at the expense
of others. The idea of ‘every family for itself’ is naturalized in these stories. For example, in
comparison to the ‘going back to the house’ scene I just analyzed in Hell, consider the following,
almost identical, scene from John Hillcoat’s The Road, which, instead of promoting broader class
solidarity, naturalizes the idea of every family for itself.
The Road is about a man (Viggo Mortensen) and his son’s (Kodi Smit-McPhee) struggle
to survive following a global catastrophe and the suicide of his beloved wife who saw no point to
living in this catastrophe. Food has become a problem and consequently gangs have formed to
hunt people and consume their flesh. In this grim atmosphere, against all the odds he faces—his
advancing terminal illness, loss of his dear wife (Charlize Theron), and constant threat of
predation by cannibals—we align with the father ever more and engage with his goal to reach
south –a safe place where he can leave his son before he passes away. On their way south, the
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two frequently take shelter, rest and search for food in abandoned houses while staying away
from the road as much as possible to avoid potential threats (i.e. cannibals).
After setting the multivalent frightening and devastating components of this hostile
environment (predation, terminal disease, hunger, emotional distress) and establishing
spectator’s emotional engagement and concern for the two, the narrative subjects the father and
son to a threatening situation: the two find a dilapidated mansion and starts searching inside for
food. They encounter a mound of shoes left in the living room and a blood-filled sink with parts
of flesh. Soon the father discovers a hidden basement door. They descend down the stairs and
soon realize other humans are held captive here.
Aside from appearing severely malnourished, wounded and stressed from captivity, these
people, contrary to their depiction in Hell, look and act like zombies as they attack the father
(von Mossner 51). The insertion of ‘in-between’ human-creature sounds, which escalate as the
father and son are striving to reach the exit, works to enhance the sense of threat from the other.
Even though the miserable captives are acting in panic, their aesthetic features and behavior
construct them as threatening and burdensome. Anticipating that whoever imprisoned these
people may arrive any minute, viewers desire for the father and son to get out of this basement
and the mansion as soon as possible. Our desire is fulfilled: the father manages to shut the
basement door on the captives; however, before the father and son can get out of the house, the
owners (cannibals) arrive. So, the father and son become stuck in the house temporarily. The
exceptional circumstances and being pressed for time justify both the captives’ panicked reaction
and the father and son abandoning the captives for their own survival. Separation as the way to
relate to the other is tacitly accepted as ‘natural’ and ‘necessary’ within the difficult situation.
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Much like Marie in Hell, the father and son in The Road eventually escape from a
window of the cannibal home to which they were confined, barely escaping slaughter. They
initially take refuge in the first hiding spot they encounter—the bushes right outside the front of
the mansion. The two stay there until night and wait for their chance to move farther away.
Finally, the distant sounds of captives screaming and flesh being chopped alert the father that the
cannibals are busy. He wakes his son and they use this opportunity to flee the scene.
This mansion scene is constituted in such a manner that the father and son’s escape
becomes a point of relief for us, despite our knowledge of others being slaughtered. The scene is
designed so that the hero is left with no choice but to act in his and his family’s interest at the
expense of others’ lives, given the pressing and inevitable circumstance of the moment. By
framing the father’s decision as a matter of compulsion, the film absolves the father (and by
extension, the spectator) of any responsibility to help the captives and, instead, uses their
suffering simply to illustrate the threat posed to this one family. Consequently, the spectator is
led to accept the family as the limit of an individual’s commitment to others. In this scene and
repeatedly throughout the film, any notions of broader social responsibility or the self as being
necessarily social – represented by the son’s sense of compassion and his desire for greater social
contact – exist predominantly as threats to the father’s and son’s survival.
In contrast, Fehlbaum, via an almost identical scene in Hell, proposes a different way to
conceptualize the self in relation to others and guides the viewer down an alternative path – one
that prioritizes a broader understanding of human solidarity over self and family. Marie’s
opposite reaction to a practically identical situation, in which the lives of other people take
priority over her own life and family, expresses an alternative understanding of being and caring
–one that is other-oriented and relational.
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Such a perspective, which Hell’s climax arouses, is grounded in the feminist concept of
care. For Carol Gilligan, a feminist, psychologist and ethicist, care is about ‘a change in
perspective’ about self and other. It is about perceiving the relation between the two in terms of
attachment as interdependent and relational. She defines care as a “moral injunction” to “not to
turn away from someone in need” (“Moral Orientation” 32) and detachment, as a moral problem:
Seen as responsive, the self is by definition connected to others, responding to
perceptions, interpreting events and governed by the organizing tendencies of
human interaction and human language. Within this framework, detachment,
whether from self or from others, is morally problematic since it breeds moral
blindness or indifference –a failure to discern or respond to need. (36)
Marie’s behavior reflects Gilligan’s concept of care. Marie’s backing away from the direction of
her gaze, coupled with the camera’s alignment with her afterwards, works to accomplish this
shift in perspective from self-interest to care for people in need. Her brisk trajectory toward
others (captives) defines self through connection instead of separation. An initial focus on caring
for the self followed by a counter move enables the spectator to critically reflect on their own
initial judgement and come to see Marie escaping into the forest as selfish. The heroine’s counter
move aims to transform this thinking, from selfish to altruistic, and initiate an understanding of
survival through social participation (Gilligan In a Different Voice 79). Whereas, The Road
limits the concept of care to care for self and family members, and any extended form of care is
deemed unsafe or naive. Consequently, The Road poses the self’s decisions concerning
detachment and separation –a moral problem from a care perspective— as being intrinsic to
human relations vital for survival. Nel Nodding says that to apprehend another person’s reality
and see it as a possibility is an essential part of caring for the other:
When we see the other’s reality as a possibility for us, we must act to eliminate
the intolerable, to reduce the pain, to fill the need, to actualize the dream. When I
am in this sort of relationship with another, when the other’s reality becomes a
real possibility for me, I care. (14)
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Even though the story does not disclose exactly why, after barely escaping from being
slaughtered, Marie decides to put the lives of others before her own, it may have to do with the
other’s reality suddenly becoming a real possibility for her. On the other hand, The Road sets it
up in a way that detachment becomes the appropriate way to go whenever the other’s reality is
about to become a real possibility for the father and son. So The Road is about the head of a
family (regardless of whether a father or, in the absence of parents, a big sister) making hard
decisions to put the wellbeing of themselves and their dependent family members (regardless of
whether a son or little sister) before all others.
Hell, contrary to films like The Road, attempts to expand the sphere of moral
consideration beyond family to encompass people more broadly. Marie chooses to “stay with
trouble” (Haraway) and connect with strangers instead of detaching herself from the threatening
situation. Furthermore, the people in need Marie chooses to connect with are the people who are
exploited by the cannibal family. In that sense, Marie’s identification is not with a universal
humankind but with all those being exploited who would seek to overthrow their oppressors. She
positions herself in solidarity with a class in conflict. As such, Hell seems to depict a view of self
as “social self,” as “a distinctive sensibility and a certain disposition towards others” united in
class conflict and class-based solidarity beyond sex differences (Clark 69).
4.4

Human-Nonhuman Relation: Kinship and Caring

Redefining the self through connection and relationality is deeply connected to feminist and
ecocritical considerations of intra-human and human-nonhuman relations, particularly within
Donna Haraway’s theory and writing. Redefining our relations with other humans and all other
nonhumans starts with a rethinking of our own body and self, according to Haraway. In her
writings she consistently breaks with the autonomous, intact humanist self through mentioning
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how the human body is made up of and maintained by nonhumans such as microbes and fungi.
This internal, bodily, coexistence between human and nonhuman also exists in the external
world. In Staying with The Trouble (SWT), Haraway writes:
No species, not even our own arrogant one pretending to be good individuals in
so-called modern Western Scripts, acts alone. Assemblages of organic species and
of a biotic actors make history, the evolutionary kind and the other kinds too.
(100)
Haraway’s effort to make readers aware of humans’ dynamic interaction and co-evolution with
the nonhuman others is a way to challenge the humanist ontological outlook. For Haraway,
realizing these inter species and cross species connections has the potential to get humanity to
stop destroying itself and the Earth.
Murray Bookchin, the doyenne of social ecological thought, suggests a primordial human
and nonhuman relationality akin to Haraway. A central concern for Bookchin is how to
harmonize nature and society which he details in his book Social Ecology and Communalism
(SEC). For Bookchin, the dualistic approach to nature and society is a construction, a myth,
which induces an either/or propositional thinking, thereby preventing humanity from thinking
organically about the two, and preventing us from approaching their evolution “from an
evolutionary way of thought” (27). In order to achieve balance and harmony between nature and
society, Bookchin offers humans to approach ecology and society with a dialectical,
“processual,” developmental way of thinking. A developmental way of thinking is to approach
nature and society from a historical and evolutionary outlook as interactive, organic (meaning
constantly changing), and not yet complete processes. Crucial to developmental thinking is
understanding how human society developed from nature.
In Bookchin’s understanding, human beings, like nonhuman beings, come from nature.
Human beings are highly intelligent primates evolved through a long process “of vertebrate life-
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forms into mammalian and finally primate life-forms” (25). This biological evolutionary process
humans originated from, in the same manner as nonhuman beings, Bookchin calls first nature.
Humans acquired big brains and bipedal motion during first nature (biological evolution), and
this allowed us to free our hands to carry food and make tools. Humanity’s biological evolution
enabled humans to manipulate nature and create a social nature of our own, what Bookchin calls
the second nature. Second nature broadly is human society, an umbrella term that encompasses
culture, technology, science, social order (class, gender, race) and social formations (families,
cities, social institutions, nations, etc.). For Bookchin, human behavior to create artifacts by
altering nature based on their needs and desires, far from an anomaly, is a natural outcome of
human’s biological evolutionary development, and on a very basic level, no different than
animals that also alter nature, such as beavers building dams. This creative potential of humans
becomes problematic only when such human activities start to threaten the environment and
humans themselves (31).
American philosopher David Rothenberg would add that humankind’s actions and
artifice to act upon nature not only transforms nature but also transforms what it means to be
human in the process. The bolt gun, which cannibal farmers use to slaughter others and which
Marie eventually uses to kill Elisabeth, illustrates this dynamic, co-evolving view between
human and nature. This tool designed to kill animals becomes a tool for killing human beings.
An artifact that designated humans as masters, slayers and consumers of nonhuman beings now
designates humans as cannibals— cold-blooded killers and consumers of other human beings. In
Hell, this cannibal stage in human evolution is revealed to have developed from an earlier stage
defined by humanity’s domineering and predatory relation to nonhuman life.
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But where or how have things gone wrong in human evolution to cause humans to
become a threat to themselves and to nature? Bookchin locates the emergence of hierarchy in
human social evolution, as manifested through oppressions of class, race and gender, as the
culprit – the root cause of humanity’s ultimately self-destructive domination of nature. The
earliest social formation in which hierarchy originates is family, according to Bookchin. He
explains initially how the nonhierarchical and non-dominating family of hunter gatherers
gradually acquired patriarchal values by means of biological facts like age and gender gradually
taking on a social power. And with the rise of capitalist societies, men’s rule over nature and
women extended to their control of other men. In light of this view, the cannibal farm is a strange
visual form embodying the latest stage of human’s social evolution. It is what Haraway would
call a “compost” of domineering relationships (SWT 55-56)—of class, gender, race and
speciesism— all mutated into one hot mess. It is the evolutionary history of second nature. The
cannibal farm is where the history of animal oppression has fused with intra-human oppressions.
Young women, like Marie and Leone, are conceived of as potential breeders, reminiscent of their
nonhuman female counterparts in factory farms, for the continuation of human families. Female
humans become a version of female mammals who are raped, impregnated and forced to live in
captivity. Cannibal farmers exploit the human female reproductive system and consume human
flesh akin to humans who exploit nonhuman female reproductive systems and consume animal
flesh. In this sense, the cannibal farm is a compost of women and animal oppression. This
freakish image of the cannibal farm, which strategically blurs the animal/human boundary,
clearly provokes a posthumanist way of thinking, moving spectator in the direction of critiquing
humanity’s domination and consumption of animals.
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The sight of the cannibal farm also can be argued to reference not only the Nazi
concentration camps (von Mossner 51) but also the establishment of slavery in the US. Humans
captured, transported and forced to live in captivity by cannibals, like the farm animals that once
lived in the same farm, hold some resemblance to Africans captured, forcibly displaced from
their homelands and transported to colonial and early America to be slave labor for southern
plantations. Rather than a making a one-to-one comparison between the cannibal farm and
chattel slavery, I want to draw attention to the overarching mentality of which this fictional and
this historical form are symptomatic: a hierarchical mentality that justifies the domination and
exploitation of one species or one race by another. Engaging with Haraway’s explanation of the
term Plantationocene is useful for unpacking this mentality and its incarnation in the emergent
formation of the cannibal farm.
Plantationocene, a word made up of ‘plantation’ and ‘-cene’ (epoch), refers to a geologic
epoch in which the plantation logics organize, transform and shape the ecology, economies,
politics and social relations of our planet.13 It is regarded as a subdivision of the Anthropocene,
which designates our current era in which human-driven environmental transformation causes
climate change, depletion or destruction of natural resources and high rates of species extinction.
Plantationocene bases on the idea of enclosed property in which deracinated plants, animals and
other organisms (i.e. genomes and fungi) are cultivated/grown –usually by spatially transported
and forced labor— for profit. Plantation farming in colonial and early America relying on slave
labor, Haraway notes, establishes “the model and motor for the carbon-greedy machine-based
factory system, that is often cited as an inflection point for the Anthropocene” (SWT 206).

13

During a 2014 talk on the Anthropocene held at the University of Aarhus, participants Anna Tsing,
Donna Haraway, Kenneth Olwig, Noboru Ishikawa and Scott Gilbert came up with the name
Plantationocene. For the full version of the talk, see Haraway et al., “Anthropologists Are Talking –About
the Anthropocene.”
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Plantationocene continues today more intensely on a global scale in the form of factory farming,
monocropping (ibid) and even prisons – in the US exempted from the 13th Amendment – where
inmate labor is used to manufacture a range of products for profit. In light of this, the way Hell
depicts cannibalism can be regarded as an extrapolation of the Plantationocene and the cannibal
farm as the prime expression of the logics of plantation farming. The enclosed property of the
cannibal farm where kidnapped humans are taken and held captive in order to be exploited in
various forms (domestic servitude, forced marriage, or the most extreme, bodily consumption)
by another group of human beings (cannibals) is perhaps a reconfiguration of African slaves
kidnapped and transported to captivity and exploitation within the enclosed plantations of
colonial and early America. The cannibal farm, then, becomes a composite image of entangled
forms of humans’ oppression and exploitation of other humans and animals, continuing through
the ages. As a visual figure, the cannibal farm represents a stage in human’s second nature that is
derived from previous stages but part of an ongoing process rather than a final development.
What is crucial to both Bookchin and Haraway is their conception of human and
nonhuman nature as ongoing, continually evolving processes, both on their own and in
interaction with one another. Plantationocene, Capitalocene and Anthropocene are all equivalent
to stages Bookchin discusses as first and second nature’s evolutionary process. These
evolutionary phenomena— call them geologic epochs, timespaces or evolutionary stages—are
consequences of humanity’s negative impact on nature (and nature’s response) but are ultimately
evolutionary stages that are processual and changeable. For Bookchin, hierarchy permeating
human society is the fundamental problem preventing the creation of an ecological society.
Positive change depends on humanity’s collective effort to transform hierarchical ways of
thinking. This transformative development would mean humanity’s recognition of itself as a
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community where members are knitted together by a ‘shared common humanity’ along
nonhierarchical lines beyond biological facts of kinship, ethnicity, race or genealogy. This
change of mentality from domination to complementarity in human society and its reorganization
along nonhierarchical lines will subsequently alter human’s domination over nature. As
Bookchin notes:
The cast of mind that today organizes differences among human and other lifeforms along hierarchical lines of ‘supremacy’ or ‘inferiority’ will give way to an
outlook that deals with diversity in an ecological manner – that is, according to an
ethics of complementarity. In such an ethics, human beings would complement
nonhuman beings with their own capacities to produce a richer, creative, and
developmental whole – not as a “dominant” species but as supportive one. (21)
Like Bookchin, Haraway’s primary arguments in SWT is a change of mentality in order to
address and pull through these troubling times. She contends that part of solving these
ecological, social problems is to stay with the present time, with the trouble instead of to turn
away or ignore them. Within this thought process, she proposes to think anew the category of
‘kin:’ its ontology, shape and connections. Making kin, for Haraway, is about making oddkin,
that is, making connections, assemblages and collaborations with beings other than, or in
addition to, our kin(d). These would include connecting with people outside our biogenetic
family, race, ethnicity and nation. But most importantly for Haraway, it would also mean
connecting with beings outside the category of humankind— nonhuman life-forms. When
humans can establish such close relations and collaborations by dismantling the ties of kin from
both genealogy and species, there may be a chance for ecological recuperation.
These fundamental issues at the heart of ecological and social problems Haraway and
Bookchin diagnose meet in the depiction of Fehlbaum’s cannibal farm. The cannibal farm is an
establishment that is fundamentally built upon such hierarchical and genealogical relations. The
owners are a family whose members are tied to one another through biological factors of kinship.
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This family survives by dominating and consuming individuals, families, races and species
outside of its own. For Bookchin, blood tie or lineage formed the organic basis for the social’s
emergence from the biological in early prehistory. In other words, “family” formed through
blood ties was the initial form of social development, which was quite egalitarian at first but later
“acquired an oppressive, hierarchical and then an exploitative class form” as time passed (SEC
31). Blood tie led groups of families to join into clans, tribes and bands either through
intermarriage or fictive forms of descent and also caused members of the family to socialize with
each other in a stable family life generating “group inwardness” and “group solidarity” (31-32).
Consequently, anybody outside the family was viewed as “strangers” and, depending on the
situation, they could be enslaved, treated hospitably, or put to death (32). Cannibals demonstrate
such a social formation that Bookchin describes. When Marie asks Elisabeth what exactly they
do at the farm, Elisabeth responds:
We do not have livestock. We have to survive. We do not have any other choice.
Marie: Please do not hurt her.
Elizabeth: Nothing is going to happen to you two. You are pretty and healthy and
just the right age. My son needs a wife otherwise we cannot keep up the farm.
And in a few years your sister will be ready, ready for Flori. Think of your little
sister. She needs a proper family again.
The cannibal family welcomes strangers only if they establish a biological connection by
marrying into the family. The cannibal clan, then, is a social group that strictly bases itself on
biological facts, of blood ties rather than a community of human beings.
The cannibals then are constructed as a kinship-based group that only cares for its
members while exploiting strangers to the point of literally consuming them. Like Bookchin
describes the cannibal family welcome strangers only if they establish a biological connection
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through marriage. The villain of the story is a family that strictly bases itself on biological facts,
of ties of marriage and blood, rather than a community of otherwise unrelated human beings.
Hierarchy and oppression not only define the cannibal family’s relation to others in the
form of consuming other human beings but also through dynamics within the family. Elisabeth,
the matriarch, is at the top of the chain of command. She is in control of her family. She decides
everything from who will be food and who will marry whom, to who will perform chores and
when meals will be served. The fact that this social formation among early humans reappears in
the later period of human evolution depicted in this post-apocalyptic world suggests that history
is a loop in which humanity ends up where it began.
Hell presents this type of kinship-based, hierarchical way of thinking as problematic. The
solution presented is the abolishment of this entity via collective resistance. A change in the
attitude of an individual, a choice to reach for those beyond the limits of biological kinship,
ignites this collective struggle and ends human-human oppression. In doing so, humanity is
presented from a perspective akin to Bookchin’s developmental perspective where, like
individual attitudes and values, the social is in a continual process of evolution.
Captives confronting and overthrowing the cannibal farm – an entity characterized by
multivalent, past and present forms of domination and exploitation manifested through sexist,
classist, racist and speciesist dynamics— gives rise to new ecological attitudes and values in
what follows. The profound ecological implications of humans’ emancipation in the social
domain are made explicit in the end. The two sisters and Tom have taken refuge in the mountains
sometime after the cannibals’ defeat. In an atmosphere full of serenity, Marie and Tom collect
water from the interior wall of a cave. The camera leisurely follows glittering water gently
gliding down the cave’s walls and lingers on Marie’s hand gently resting on and faintly stroking
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the formation, concurrent with awe-stricken gaze at nature’s unfolding. The juxtaposed imagery,
of a human hand with nature, signals a novel beginning, a new way to relate to earth,
characterized by a deep level of care and appreciation. Hands, male and female, gently dab the
handkerchief on the walls squeeze it into a used plastic bottle. The baby steps of a new
relationality between nature and human resides in this minute practice where humans only take
from nature simple things they need for survival; what is necessary without damaging.
Disengaged from farming and hunting-gathering, humanity’s habits of dominating nature are
transformed into a new mentality that this simple but gracious gesture of collecting water
symbolizes. This practice recalls Bookchin’s “ethics of complementarity” where humans no
longer conceive their role in nature as a dominant species “but as supportive and deeply
appreciative of the wellbeing of nonhuman life” (20-21).
A new form of labor based on collaboration, mutualism and equal division of labor
accompanies this new outlook. Symmetrical motions of working hands swiftly exchanging and
squeezing handkerchiefs one after another expresses this joint, equal labor. One observes in this
practice a nonhierarchical attitude between opposite sexes, contrary to prior depictions of malefemale relations as in Marie and Philip. In this natural landscape, humans practice an alternative
form of surviving, one in which humans exist in nature without harm or plunder, allowing for
mutual recuperation.
The journey that began in the city and ended in mountains is also the journey of a
nonhuman subject—water. Nature, in the form of water (which we saw in the film’s opening in
bottled form, sold for profit in the gas station), has been made part of the market system. But
now we see it emancipated from market relations at its source and reconnecting with the human
on another level. The trajectory of water in the story (from a plastic bottle to its source as spring
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water) expresses humans’ new relationship to nature, from its commodification to its sensible
preservation.
Human’s caring attitude toward nature coexists with a similar treatment towards
nonhuman life. When migrating birds fly into the area, the trio comes outside and watch them
from a distance. While Fehlbaum could have easily depicted this newly formed family
attempting to pursue these birds as potential food source, and given the severe circumstances
understandably so, he adamantly avoids choosing this option. Instead, in a kind of open-ended
sense, the movie ends as humans continue to watch birds fly into the horizon. Human survivors’
respect for nonhuman survivors— an attitude manifested through an abstinence from hunting—
alludes to a choice to coexist with other animals. Despite the persistence of extreme
circumstances, the film’s ending does not portray survival as being dependent on predatory
aspects of the collapsed civilization – aspects we have seen extended to more extreme forms in
the cannibal farm that has just been overthrown. Human and animal survivors appear together in
the final scene, but not in the context of humans hunting those animals for food, which would
render the animal other as dispensable and re-erect the animal/human boundary. Instead, the
birds simply exist alongside the liberated humans. Surviving animals and humans on different
but adjacent planes converge in the same frame, sharing the film’s final moment. This somewhat
loose ending leaves us suspended in the present time of the movie. The last frame’s aesthetic
design conveys the idea of the present unfolding as an ongoing process: the valley extending into
the horizon like a long path, its depth emphasized by birds flying along towards the background,
opens up the limits of the frame and produces a sense of life caught in ongoingness. This sense
of ongoingness permeates a dynamic, organic vision of life where conditions and relations within
and between human and nonhuman continually evolve and where coexistence is a foreseeable
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possibility. Perhaps the essence of Hell’s ending is the idea that, even in trying circumstances,
anthropocentrism and exploitation are not necessary for human survival. In the aftermath of the
failure of these systems of predation and domination – a failure first demonstrated by civilization
collapse, and then by the overthrow of the cannibal farm – changing, non-predatory relations
between people and animals might develop.
All in all, the traumatic experience of being animalized leads Hell’s liberated protagonists
to approach nonhumans in a new spirit of kinship –with care, respect and a non-domineering
attitude. It is important to note this decentered and complementary view is key to survival of life
on earth (human and nonhuman). However, this does not mean every post-apocalyptic cannibal
movie that animalize humans would celebrate human-animal kinship. A fine example is The Bad
Batch, which unlike Hell, mobilize human-animal boundary crossing for highlighting
antagonism— instead of coexistence—as constitutive of relations within and across species and
indispensable for survival. Sometime in the near future, a special group of inmates named the
Bad Batch is exiled to live out their lives in a wasteland, which is an arid desert fenced off from
civilization. The movie begins with the female protagonist Arlen (Suki Waterhouse), a Bad
Batch inmate whose crime is never revealed to us, being deposited in this wasteland. Soon after,
she is kidnapped by some hungry cannibals and taken to their camp, named Bridge, a place made
up of junk and broken-down airplane debris, where she is drugged, chained up and a couple of
her limbs are sawed off. Later do we learn that Bridge is run by a reticent and attractive man
named Miami Man (Jason Momoa), who like other cannibals in the establishment, is a
bodybuilder. He has a strong attachment to his little daughter named Honey (Jayda Fink) who
lives with him in Bridge and painting in his free time.
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Elsewhere in a free-spirited community called Comfort, people similarly kill and cook
animals, specifically rabbits, whose meat is sold alongside pasta. In an atmosphere that recalls a
street carnival, a food preparer decapitates a live rabbit and then cooks it. Parallel images of
fragile human and animal bodies butchered and turned into meat emphasize a commonality
between human and animal (Fig. 27). The matching composition of captive animal and human
subjects – both shown from eyelevel angle, both strapped down, both about to be dismembered
by a human hand holding a cutting tool –analogizes humans to animals and cannibalism to
carnism.

Figure 27 Overlapping Images of Carnism and Cannibalism
In the surrounding area outside of these two human settlements – a no man’s land—the
animal-human relationship is still one of antagonism. In this unforgiving environment,
nonhuman animals as well as cannibals hunt humans. When Arlen manages to flee the cannibal
camp by propelling her dismembered body on a skateboard, she is threatened by hungry
animals—crows hovering over her. Two crows land beside helpless Arlen and fight with each
other to determine which will feed on her first as she struggles to protect her face (Fig. 28). Just
like cannibals, animals and the natural environment are depicted as threats to the heroine.
Animals’ inimical perception of their own and other species is mirrored by humankind, which
kills and eats its own and other species. Therefore, the human-animal boundary the movie

123

initially crosses (by cannibals animalizing the heroine and other human victims) it rapidly reerects through portraying animal, like cannibals, the heroine’s adversary, implying that the two
cannot coexist. The compositional elements that previously matched the-soon-to-be harmed
animals with humans now works for a counter purpose to polarize animals and humans.

Figure 28 Animal Antagonists
This anthropocentric view of defining animals in opposition to humanity is driven home
at the film’s end. When Arlen reveals she wants to stay with Miami Man rather than return to
Comfort, Miami Man has to decide whether he and his daughter will stay with Arlen or return to
the cannibal settlement, Bridge. Arlen takes his hand in hers and, as he struggles to decide,
Miami Man’s daughter suddenly interrupts, pulling at Arlen and Miami Man’s linked hands as
she complains that she is hungry and wants the spaghetti she had eaten in Comfort. Since
returning to Comfort is not an option, Miami Man turns to Arlen for assistance. She holds Miami
Man’s daughter, turning the child away from her pet rabbit, which Miami Man picks up and
carries away from the two. The film then cuts to the scene of the three gathered together around a
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fire, eating piece of meat as the remainder of the rabbit’s carcass cooks over the fire. The child’s
face is stained with tears, but she too joins in eating her pet. As the three are gathered together to
share the meal, one another’s company and the warmth of the fire, a flat, barren, windswept
wasteland stretches out around them in all directions. Thus, Miami Man and Arlen – a cannibal
and his partially-consumed victim; a widower and his deceased wife’s murderer– now have
relinquished their previous antagonism and come together to form a new nuclear family, through
which they care for one another and for Miami Man’s daughter. Their family exists as a refuge
from the harsh world all around them – it is literally depicted in this scene as an oasis in a barren
no-man’s land between opposing human settlements. This newly formed family will care for its
members and be antagonistic to anyone (or thing) outside of it—a sharp contrast to the new
family in Hell’s ending. A certain sentimentality has been dispensed with. A child eats her own
pet and enemies form familial bonds out of necessity. This may be as good as it gets, but perhaps
that is good enough. The new family appears happy, content and safe with one another.
Here humanity recovers to normality exactly by re-dominating nature and reclaiming the
hierarchical position atop the food chain. Man recovers to being ‘normal’ by consuming animals
instead of humans, and by providing his offspring proper food—animal instead of human meat.
Human’s separation from the animal is indicated to be a prerequisite for the survival of humans
and the formation of the nuclear family. It is important to note that even though there is at least
one nonmeat food source available (pasta) elsewhere, consuming animals is presented as the only
(preferable) alternative to a cannibal diet. Miami Man petting the back of his sobbing daughter
implies predation between species is a ‘sad but inevitable fact of life’ that human children must
come to terms with. Simultaneously, violence is conveyed to be the only relation humankind
could ever establish with animals, and any relation outside of this can only be ephemeral or a
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matter of wishful thinking (like the elegant animal sketches of Miami Man in his scrapbook). In
this way, The Bad Batch’s conclusion normalizes both carnism and the nuclear family as the only
possible alternatives to cannibalism. And through normalizing both at the same time, and in such
an interrelated way, the perceived legitimacy of each reinforces that of the other. Precisely this
outlook, a variant of which The Road has taken in terms of human relations (especially in the
mansion scene), exists in sharp contrast to Hell, which promotes the violent overthrow of
oppressive institutions but rejects the notion that predation within or across species is necessary
for survival. Rather, in Hell, human perseverance ultimately depends on humans socially
evolving to develop the capacity to care for one another and to coexist with other humans and
nonhumans without domination or harm. And reconfiguring the prevalent human collective in
human society—the nuclear family— where hierarchical relations within and without initially
have begun is the key to this evolutionary process. The issue, therefore, as Hell presents it, is not
‘family’ itself, rather it is the kind of family –one that is patriarchal, carnist and antagonistic to
all else— that has taken shape through history.
While The Road paints a depressing and predatory picture of relations among humans,
the sight of an animal enables the movie to end on a somewhat hopeful note about reestablishing
trust. In the film’s end, when the father dies, the boy is invited to join a family currently
comprised of a father, mother and two kids. The spectator feels uneasy and unsure, since the
family may be cannibals wanting the boy for food. This uneasiness continues until the boy’s gaze
is directed to the family’s sweet looking dog. The dog’s presence shows the family has abstained
from consuming a vulnerable other (in this case and animal other) and thereby makes it less
likely that these people are cannibals who would consume the boy. Thus, in The Road, rejection
of cannibalism is suggested by an at least partial rejection of carnism, and that particular
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rejection of carnism inherent to humans having a pet can be read as emblematic of compassion.
This is in sharp contrast to The Bad Batch, where renouncing cannibalism means embracing
carnism to the point of consuming a pet. Nonetheless, The Road’s rejection of carnism is limited
by the unconsumed animal being a pet that would not have been considered edible before this
North American civilization collapsed. Therefore, while carnism is resisted, it is critiqued only in
terms of a specific species that the carnist ideology deemed inedible by virtue of it being a pet. It
does not further condemn the Global North’s industrial destruction of farm animals, given the
narrative’s lack of any visual or aural cues that allude to farm animals, as is the case in the TCM
franchise and Hell.
In this chapter I have examined the conceptual animalization of human subjects and
human groups in postapocalyptic cannibal movies with a focus on the constitution and working
of ‘family’ and ‘self.’ Postapocalyptic disaster survival movies tend to naturalize notions of
liberal philosophy through a traditional humanist subject and a family model in line with this
liberal philosophy embracing ‘every family for itself.’ The equation of humans with animals in
Hell functions to reconfigure this formerly limited conception of (humanist) self into ‘social’ self
(selves) that seeks to broaden kinship beyond biological ties (human and non), highlighting
altruism, care and relationality as key to survival. Ecological crises leading to cannibalism in a
fictional future become symptomatic of broader interlocking forms of real-life oppression
(patriarchy, racism, capitalism and speciesism), and trace back to humanity forming hierarchical
relations with nature and in family. Hell appropriates conventions to condemn systemic forces
and institutions that determine humans’ relation to the other and strives to change this relation
from domination and exploitation to solidarity and coexistence. Processes of cognition and
emotion plays a key role in this reconfiguration. Drawing from Cognitive Film Theory and
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Tillich, I demonstrated how Hell organizes emotive and cognitive cues to elicit courage in
concert with solidarity, to form a more social self, and to point toward achieving social change.

5

REPRESENTATIONS OF EXOCANNIBALISM: A CASE STUDY

In previous chapters I discussed representations of psychotic cannibalism (ch.2), consumer
cannibalism (ch.3) and survival cannibalism (ch.4), with special attention paid to the relation
between human and nonhuman established in each instance. As varied as these representations of
cannibalism and the films containing them may be, a posthumanist critique of carnism is present
across many films and varieties of cannibalism depicted therein. However, that is not the only
commonality present. A more pervasive commonality is that all of the films I have analyzed thus
far convey the Euro-American understanding of cannibalism. In this chapter, I now will examine
some indigenous peoples’ understanding of cannibalism – especially exocannibalism – and a
cinematic representation of this indigenous understanding. In doing so, I will compare this
indigenous understanding of cannibalism to the West’s construction of cannibalism and
determine how accurately some different films represent indigenous cannibalism. I will also
examine how indigenous cannibalism is utilized to express these indigenous peoples’ relation to
animals, animality and the environment, as well as to the Western/European other.
To achieve these goals, I first provide information about the underlying reasons behind
the practice of (exo)cannibalism by well-known tribes in the Amazon and other parts of the
world. Then, with actual exocannibalism in mind, I consider two contemporary films, namely Eli
Roth’s 2013 movie The Green Inferno (hereafter TGI) and Ciro Guerra’s 2015 Embrace of The
Serpent (hereafter EOS), to understand how each employ indigenous cannibalism and the larger
ideological implications of such depictions. I argue TGI utilizes the cannibal practice of
indigenous peoples to regress to a stereotypic, Eurocentric imagination of the native that further
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divides the West from Amazonian indigenous peoples, culture and nonhuman life. In contrast,
EOS inverts the Eurocentric trope of the cannibal by reworking (exo)cannibalism to be a
spiritually transformative, restorative, grounding act that seeks to restore the lost balance
between West and non-West, human and nature.
Both Guerra and Roth said in interviews that Amazonian natives depicted in their movies
are fictional, not representative of any actual tribe. Yet at the same time, both directors stated
that these fictional characters were based on intensive research of actual tribes. Guerra said he
made an in-depth study of the Amazonian communities and their myths in order to best reflect an
Amazonian point of view and way of living (Guillén). Likewise, Eli Roth said everything in TGI
is based on “real research of how natives live, dress, paint themselves, defend themselves, and
the rituals reserved for intruders they see as enemies,” and that “all the rituals came from [his]
my research on tribes around the world and how they treat intruders” (Gell 11).
Despite cannibalism’s commonplace explanation and association with hunger, Peggy
Reeves Sanday, author of Divine Hunger, the most comprehensive study on cannibal tribes
around the world, states that while food stress certainly has been a factor in cannibalistic
practices, hunger by itself is insufficient in rendering cannibalism comprehensible. Indeed, many
indigenous societies have refrained from practicing cannibalism even during times of extreme
hunger and famine (14). Cannibalism, for Sanday, is a “complex human image with many
meanings” (214). It expresses an ontology reflecting practicing societies’ relationship to the
world, to the body, to other beings and to being itself (xii). While cannibalism was practiced in
response to extreme nutritional deprivation, it was also practiced due to “cultural connotations
beyond gustatory considerations” including commemoration of the spirit of a martyr, avenging
the loss of one’s own, communion with gods and divine powers, transmission of inchoate
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psychic energy to the intersubjective and social realm, and both individual and social
regeneration (spiritual) (6). In many cases, cannibalism was part of a ritual performed to control
social chaos where “the victim becomes the symbol of evil – the living metaphor for chaos,
which must be dominated in the interest of social well-being” (214). Ritual modalities vary
across cultures because each’s culture’s relationship to evil and attempt at regenerating social
order is different.
Sanday’s findings concur with those of Beth Conklin who extensively studied indigenous
peoples of lowland South America (Amazonia), particularly Wari’. Wari’ of the Western
Brazilian rainforest are one of the two tribes in South America known to have practiced
cannibalism (the other is Tupinambás—hereafter Tupi). Wari’ are known for practicing both
endocannibalism (eating members of one’s own group) and exocannibalism (eating one’s
enemy) before having to give up cannibalism due to external government pressure. Wari’
attached separate and opposing meaning to these two practices. Endocannibalism was a sign of
respect for the deceased also intended to lessen the sorrow of their grieving relatives. As such,
Conklin refers to endocannibalism as “compassionate cannibalism” (xvi). For the grieving family
members, it was also a way to cope with their grief, since “making the corpse disappear by
eating it was thought to help them dwell less on memories of the person who had passed away,
so they eventually might come to terms with their loss” (xix).
Exocannibalism, on the other hand, was intended to express disrespect, hostility, and
triumph over the enemy (Conklin 96). The way Wari’ treated human flesh greatly differed
between these two acts of cannibalism. Wari’ just ate the enemy’s flesh roughly with irreverence
without granting it a ceremony. When they ate enemy flesh, they held big chunks their hands
tearing the flesh off the bone with their teeth, while they grunted and made rude comments
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expressing their disdain for the enemy (ibid). In contrast, a fellow Wari’ was eaten sentimentally
during a funeral ceremony. When eating their fellow, Wari’ ate small chunks slowly and tenderly
on wooden picks without touching the corpse with their bare hands and shed tears (ibid). Though
endo- and exocannibalism are diametrically opposed, neither was motivated by dietary needs or
taste, but rather were expressions of respect or disrespect.
Like Wari’, Tupi also practiced exocannibalism as part of combating their enemies. But for
Tupi, exocannibalism was also an expression of resistance to colonial domination (Whitehead
xviii). The colonial intrusion of Brazil by European colonies (the Spanish, Portuguese, German
and French) during mid sixteenth century seems to have played a major role in Tupi
exocannibalism. Because Tupi’s rival, Tupiniquin, was allied with the Portuguese, the Tupi
regarded Portugal as a political enemy and in turn allied with the French. Tupi regularly raided
Tupiniquin and Portuguese settlements, capturing and cannibalizing their enemies. Due to the
important role exocannibalism played in Tupi cosmology, Tupi understood the cannibalization of
their enemies to be sacrifices to Tupi gods. The predatory gods of Tupi would order the living to
capture and sacrifice enemies so the Gods could consume souls of the dead. Therefore, Tupi
society was able to digest other cultures/nations (e.g. European colonists) through
anthropophagic sacrifice placed in the context of religion (Whitehead xciv).
During one such raid Tupi captured Hans Staden, a German soldier Tupi mistook for
Portuguese, who had traveled to Brazil to work as a gunner on colony ships. Although held
captive by Tupi for nine months, Staden managed to avoid being eaten. Eventually, he escaped
on a visiting ship, returned to Germany and later detailed his observations and experiences of
Tupi in his book, Warhaftige Historia (True History: An Account of Cannibal Captivity in
Brazil). Staden, in explaining why enemies eat each other, stresses that the act has nothing to do
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with hunger. He notes they do it because of “great hatred” (127). Cases of this exocannibalism
that Staden recounts frequently stem from Tupi avenging the death of a relative or a friend.
Even though “one could not become more Tupi than by being bodily dispersed among
their communities and absorbed into individual bodies,” eating was not the only means for
destroying the enemy (Whitehead ciii). Transculturation was a technique among the Tupi as well
(ibid). Transculturation would entail the enemy’s cultural assimilation to the native body by
growing a disillusionment to one’s own culture and a disinclination to return home. The ways
Tupi treated Staden—not eating him like other captives or enslaving him, but taking him on
expeditions, raids and fishing trips, augmenting his status to a shaman and a prophet, including
him in talks, getting his advice, and many other occasions of “enforced intimacy” with Tupi
culture—illustrate Tupi’s attempts to culturally cannibalize the enemy, although anthropologists
debate whether the attempt to transculturate Staden was to any extent successful (Whitehead
xcvii-xcviii).
Even though, in all likelihood, only a fraction of the Amazonian Indians ever practiced
cannibalism, that it is a salient theme in the cosmologies and mythologies of many South
American tribes (Conklin xxvi). Yanomami, for instance, conceive of every death as an instance
of cannibalism, in which a spirit or an enemy consumes the human soul. Arawetés believe that at
death a human spirit is eaten by Gods, which causes the spirit to become a God as well.
Similarly, in Kulina cosmology, Kulina ancestors, metamorphosed into white-lipped peccaries
cannibalize human souls upon their arrival to the underworld (xxvi). This conceptual
endocannibalism found in Amazonian cosmology, where predatory Ancestors and Gods devour
an insider begins to remind one of exocannibalism where members of the tribe eat an outsider.
Thus, the Amazonian’s sophisticated approach to cannibalism, where both the insiders and
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outsiders are cannibalized at death blurs the traditional anthropological divide between exo- and
endocannibalism, as Conklin writes (ibid).
Amazonian tribes’ understanding of exocannibalism as a practice imbued with social,
political, psychological and spiritual connotations is, in Roth’s The Green Inferno, replaced with
exocannibalism as an expression of primal culinary aspiration. TGI is an homage to the notorious
1988 adventure horror film Cannibal Holocaust (hereafter Holocaust), directed by the Italian
director Ruggero Deodato. Holocaust was shot with an anthropological point of view that
explains the cultural logic of cannibalism as practiced by three indigenous Amazonian tribes:
Yacumo, Ya̧nomamö and Shamatari. Professor Monroe (Robert Kerman), an Anthropology
professor at NYU, becomes our guide in understanding Amazonian tribes’ underlying reasons
behind practicing cannibalism. Besides Monroe, other characters such as his tour guide, Mr.
Chaco, and his sidekick Miguel, provide ample information about the particular tribes and the
reasons behind practicing cannibalism. We gather ample information about the tribes via Monroe
frequently speaking into his tape recorder, or from the perspective of a shaky, handheld 16mm
camera that documents the film’s events as they unfold –a style that foreshadowed such found
footage horror classics as The Blair Witch Project or Paranormal Activity (Slater 109). During
several tribal ceremonies we observe through Monroe and his guides, as they witness these
customary occasions either as guests or from a distance, we learn about two rival tribes,
Ya̧nomamö (aka the Tree People) and Shamatari (the Swamp People), which are at war with
each other, with both engaging in exocannibalism. Holocaust clearly and repeatedly ties these
two tribes’ eating of enemy flesh to warfare (that is, as an expression of either group’s
dominance and antagonism toward its enemy) as opposed to hunger or an appetite for human
meat. This is why—when Monroe is able to retrieve and watch the footage of the lost film crew,
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who traveled to Amazon before Monroe but never returned—we immediately comprehend that
the cannibal tribe killed the crew in response to the crew’s abuse of the tribe. The crew’s several
intrusive acts (e.g. setting the villagers’ huts on fire, killing the tribe’s food animal, forcing
natives to perform certain acts, having sex in front of them) caused natives to perceive the crew
as enemies.
Yet, while Roth’s film claims to pay homage to Holocaust, TGI elides this crucial aspect
of exocannibalism, which Holocaust clearly and repeatedly establishes – that exocannibalism is
an antagonistic expression against the hostile enemy. Rather, Roth’s Amazonian cannibal reboot
repurposes exocannibalism toward materialistic, culinary needs.
In TGI, instead of a film crew from New York, this time a group of student activists from
New York, travels to the Amazon in order to stop a logging company from destroying the forest.
The activists protest and manage to shut down the logging operation. Then, on their way back
home, the students’ small plane crashes into the Peruvian Amazon, and the survivors are
attacked, abducted and eventually eaten by a native tribe.
Whereas in the original film (Holocaust) a belligerent American film crew is eventually
eaten by its victims, the reboot (TGI) gives us naïve but non-threatening American student
activists being eaten by belligerent Amazonians, thereby literally inverting the original anticolonial narrative. TGI’s Amazonian tribe lurks behind the trees and attacks without provocation,
opportunistically abducting severely injured plane crash victims, holding them captive and
eventually eating them. This encodes the natives as bloodthirsty killers, operating without
common sense or compassion. It also lends to them a crude animality by associating them with
opportunistic predators, such as tigers or hyenas, attracted to the blood of vulnerable, wounded
prey.
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Although, hypothetically, the natives could have viewed the plane crash as an intrusion
and mistaken the survivors as a threat to their home and way of life, given the destructiveness of
the crash and the jumpsuits worn by some survivors to previously disguise themselves as
loggers, the film does not in any way suggest natives as being motivated by mistaken identity or
any other unfortunate misunderstanding. Nothing indicates to the spectator that natives felt
threatened and attacked out of perceived self-defense. Had the jumpsuits been meant to cue us to
the natives’ misunderstanding of the situation—no matter how muted a cue that would be— this
could have been cinematic gaslighting that enabled a plausible deniability of the racist depiction
of the locals. But TGI does not even make this attempt to cover its tracks. Thus, in the absence of
any belligerence on the part of the student activists toward the Amazonians, and in the absence
of any suggestion of misunderstanding or mistaken identity, we are unable to view cannibalism
in this case as an act of revenge or retaliatory self-defense, but only as an obscure and malevolent
propensity for violence and an appetite for human flesh. The viewer thusly witnesses a horrifying
episode of a cannibalistic ritual on the first victim Jonah (Aaron Burns) without understanding it
as a medium for cultural practice with its own logic.
Holocaust’s use of the cannibal figure to convey an anti-colonial message—however
problematic— is, in TGI, transposed into a colonial story which authorizes us to read the
cannibals, especially in the absence of any given voice, as bloodthirsty savages consuming
anyone they encounter. This denigration of indigenous peoples’ cultural practices, according to
Ella Shohat and Robert Stam, stems from an “ignorance of colonialist discourse” and a
Eurocentric thinking shared by many Hollywood films dealing with the so-called Third world.
Stam and Shohat showcase “Voodoo” films as exhibiting such a salient Eurocentric attitude. The
films diabolize African customary practices (e.g. animal sacrifice) by degrading them to a
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disturbing corporeality “rather than symbolic or historically commemorative sacrifice” (202).
TGI invokes Eurocentric thinking in a manner reminiscent of such stereotyping by assigning
cannibalism to a deviant corporeality. Indeed, Roth’s own explanation of the capture and
cannibalization of TGI’s American student activists reveals his understanding of
(exo)cannibalism as hunger cannibalism:
They [Activists] chain themselves to trees and protest and stream it and hash-tag,
and it works. It actually shuts down the operation. And the very people [the
villagers] they [activists] save are like ‘ah, food—that’s great!’ It is like a free
lunch, and they are brought back into the fold of absolutely barbaric, primitive
man. People that have had no contact with the outside world. (Tilly 3)
Here, Roth’s depiction of cannibalism as hunger cannibalism not only betrays cannibalism’s
depiction in Holocaust but also misrepresents the logic of cannibalism by degrading this
complex cultural and religious phenomena to a materialistic incentive. Conklin reports that
although Wari’ recognize that human flesh resembles animal flesh, they consider it barbaric to
treat a person as food (89). Likewise, “Bimin-Kuskusmin rejects the view that any parts of
human bodies can become ‘food’ in any ordinary sense. They do acknowledge, however, that the
restricted consumption of certain parts of certain persons by particular social others in special
contexts and in a prescribed manner is of major ritual importance” (Sanday 83).
The ritual cannibalism performed in Holocaust is a much more accurate representation of
exocannibalism. In the cannibal ritual scene, the ritual leader takes the heart out of the enemy
corpse, then takes one, symbolic, bite from the raw heart. This treatment codes cannibalism as
exocannibalism and the act of eating flesh a manifestation of victory over enemy. Holocaust’s
representation of ritual cannibalism as exocannibalism is opposed to TGI’s construction of ritual
cannibalism. As Jonah alive, the cannibal leader first gouges out Jonah’s eyes, then chops off his
tongue, then his limbs’ one by one, and then finally decapitates him. No body part symbolic of
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the victim’s soul, such as the heart, is eaten by the ritual leader to code this as an act of victory
over an enemy. The ritual leader does not take a symbolic bite, but instead eats the eyes and
tongue, taking her time as if savoring a rare, highly valued, gourmet food. As she handles the
flesh delicately, tasting and chewing it, her facial expressions exhibit delight at savoring
delicious food. This stands in contrast to actual practitioners of exocannibalism, who handled the
flesh of enemies roughly, with looks of anger and disgust. Next, local indigenous women prepare
Jonah’s body parts for cooking in an open kitchen through a detailed process of meal
preparation. The acts of cleaning, skinning, seasoning and stuffing his flesh with fruit, firmly
establish cannibalism as instrumental to a grand feast. Finally, his treated torso is placed into an
earth oven and then served to the ravenous villagers, eagerly waiting around the oven to get a
piece of the cooking meat. This specific performance of ritual cannibalism takes
exocannibalism—the eating of an outsider’s corpse—out of context by tying it to culinary
purpose where cannibalism simply becomes a matter of eating and gastronomy.
Roth thereby mobilizes the cannibal ritual in a particular direction that depicts native
Amazonians as ravenous beasts. Yet even actual cannibal tribes viewed cannibalism for dietary
purposes as a taboo. Sanday notes that “while cannibalism may occur during times of extreme
hunger and famine, hunger cannibalism is generally treated as revolting and reprehensible, as an
ultimate antisocial act, in some cases punishable by death” (4).14 In fact, in Bimin culture hunger
cannibalism is regarded as so atrocious that it can only be committed by an evil fantasy monster,
called an “animal-man being” (86). An animal-man represents the polar opposite of a decent
Bimin individual and Bimin culture. It is an asocial and deformed being hiding in the forest to

Sanday’s extensive research of cannibalism encompass various places across the globe from North
America, Pacific Islands, Africa and South America and Circum-Mediterranean Area and is based on
sources that includes interviews with eyewitnesses who observed cannibalistic practices in their own
society, firsthand accounts left by missionaries and travelers and tribal traditions.
14
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torture and hunt unwary travelers in order to satisfy an insatiable desire for human meat and
blood. Much like a boogeyman, animal-man beings are told to naughty kids in bedtime stories to
educate them (ibid). Going back to the plane crash scene, the natives who lurk in the woods
preying on vulnerable travelers, are just like these animal-man beings, creatures who are the
exact opposite of how Bimin would define themselves and their cannibal practice. Unavailability
of food—something that may explain TGI natives’ consumption of human meat for culinary
purpose—is not presented as the cause of natives’ cannibalism either, as natives are surrounded
by ample sources of food. Sights of abundant fruits, vegetables and livestock all refute any such
interpretation. Thus consuming humans, despite the availability of a plethora of animal and
vegetable alternatives, establishes gastronomic appetite as this Amazonian tribe’s motive for
cannibalism.
TGI’s tying exocannibalism to a culinary purpose is also handled via a strong association
between human captives and animals. When the captives are brought to the village, the first thing
the tribe does is to put them in a pig cage. To emphasize the association, the pigs that are inside
the cage are first chased out before the human captives are deposited in order to highlight the
replacement of one food source with another. From then on, the captives are treated the way pigs
would be treated. Confined, captives get fed, sleep, make their toilet in the cage before they wait
for their turn for slaughter. During this time, the integrated, low level shots and POVs invite the
viewer to assume a perspective that identifies the caged animals with the seated captives. From
this low perspective we see the cannibals on the other side of the fence watching, laughing at,
and poking us (the captives). While the image of animality (humans positioned as pigs)
transgresses the human/animal boundary for a critique of animal meat eating, this animality
comes at the expense of “animalizing” the natives—which is a prominent figuration Eurocentric
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discourse operates through— by portraying them as bestial creatures who recognize life of all
sorts as nothing but prey (Shohat and Stam 9).
Ample shots merge cannibals with the surrounding ecology and thereby closely associate
the two, making them each other’s extension. The computer generated hyper green color of the
Amazonian rainforest renders the jungle a dynamic, lively space which stands out rather than
goes unnoticed. This hyper green, coupled with the hyper warm red of native’s skin color,
enables the Amazon land—both its nature and the indigenous peoples—to resonate with
wildness, heat, activity and violence. Amazonian nature, an extension of cannibals, is coded as a
threatening place.
Not every cannibal movie establishes the same negative relationality between nature and
cannibals residing in it. The rural area, in which the Sawyers reside in Hooper’s TCM (1974), for
instance, is disassociated from the characteristics and deeds of the cannibal family, despite their
close proximity to one another. Nature is reflected the way it would look like in real life, an
idyllic, quotidian backdrop, to which the cannibals are foreign. In fact, the teenagers, one by one,
fall prey to the Sawyers only after they leave nature’s neutral, safe zone and pass through the
Sawyers’ screen door. In that sense, nature becomes the marker of a safe buffer zone that divides
the teenagers from the cannibals. A deep visual contrast between the interior of Sawyers’ house
(dark, gloomy, cluttered, chaotic) and the natural landscape outside the house (light, idyllic,
spacious, serene) further disassociates these two spaces.
Dangerous indigenous animals serve to further associate Amazonian nature with
rapacious cannibals. When Justine (Lorenza Izzo) and Daniel (Nicolás Martínez) are caught by
the tribe after a failed escape attempt from the pig cage, natives wrap Daniel on a stake, break his
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bones, smear all over him a green puree of a plant and leave him. Soon, he is swarmed by giant
ants that consume his flesh (Figure 29-30).

Figure 29 Digitally Created Giant Ants

Figure 30 Zombie/Cannibal-Like Ants
This portrayal of ants as flesh eating creatures resembles an earlier scene where cannibals,
after inadvertently eating human flesh laced with marijuana and developing a case of the
munchies, quickly swarm Lars (Daryl Sabara), and eat him alive (Fig. 31), just as the ants had
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done to Daniel. Like natives, ants are portrayed as zombie-like creatures uncontrollably driven to
consume human flesh and plants (i.e. cannibals/weed, ants/plant puree). Furthermore, like
zombies, both cannibals and ants, are depicted roaming about and consume their prey in a mass.
In this way, TGI transgress the human/animal boundary to not only depict communality in
negative light but also to distort (exo)cannibalism of non-European cultures as hunger
cannibalism. That said, the ants’ fake appearance, especially when climbing on Daniel, coupled
with their out-of-proportion size, reveals that these killer ants were computer-generated. This
realization of fakeness, as Michael Fuchs diagnosed, undermines the reality effect and works
against very idea of ants as menacing creatures that the movie attempts to create (Gregersdotter
et al. 48).

Figure 31 Zombified and Animalized Cannibals
Because the natives are not also digitally created, digital effects do not reveal their
manipulated representation. However, acting undertakes this unintended role that digital
compositing has accomplished for the killer ants. Roth worked with an Amazonian tribe, none of
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whom had seen a camera in their lives before. Their amateur acting reveals the existence of a
director behind the camera directing their action. From time to time, nonprofessional actors
haphazardly look off a little above the camera (presumably where the director is located) for
guidance, or mistakenly look directly at the camera, due to inexperience. Take, for instance, the
scene where the villagers eat the second victim, Amy (Kirby Bliss Blanton). In fragmented,
successive shots, villagers feast on Amy’s flesh in different corners of the village. One shot
shows a little (cannibal) girl nibling on Amy’s bone while the camera catches the girl’s gaze
looking offscreen, probably at the director behind the camera, thereby revealing an unfettered
hesitation and need for guidance (Fig. 32). These fractures in acting help the viewer see through
the distortions of Amazonian natives as cannibals. Thanks to these fractures, the viewer develops
an eye for discerning which performance is perhaps authentic, retaining a glimpse of their truth
regarding their everyday reality and those that have been fabricated in light of a Eurocentric
mindset.

Figure 32 A Native Girl Inadvertently Looks at the Director for Reassurance
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Assuming the absence of an actual instance of cannibalism to record in the Amazonian
village, Roth appears to have made use of the full potential of montage to construct his
imaginary cannibalism. Splicing images shot at different locations and times to produce the
impression of Amazonian natives as savage cannibals, his use of montage constitutes a textbook
example of the Kuleshov effect. For instance, performances of natives, such as them laughing,
dancing, chopping, cooking, eating and chattering—benign and true to life images— are then
spliced with shots of the horrified faces of the American captives in the cage or mutilated body
parts (severed arms, legs, skinned flesh) hanging around the village. Therefore, the idea of
hunger cannibalism, a concept that does not reside in the individual images themselves, is
generated from their juxtaposition. As Andre Bazin notes of montage “the meaning is not in the
image, it is in the shadow of the image projected by montage on the field of consciousness of the
spectator” (26).
Though the aforementioned documented activities certainly retain some authenticity of
the quotidian indigenous life, after they are subjected to montage, the spectator not only misreads
these images of daily activities that are no longer referencing back to their truth, but instead
working to create an imaginary cannibalism—decontextualized from its origins—which now
represents a gastronomic activity. Needless to say, this also degrades natives to brute savages
who enjoy dismembering and eating people. In response to indigenous rights activists who
criticized TGI, Roth said that everything in his movie is “based on real research of how natives
[around the world] live, dress, paint themselves, defend themselves, and the rituals reserved for
intruders they see as enemies” although, as I explained previously, the film neglects coding the
cannibal tribe as viewing the students as enemies and Roth elsewhere described the tribe’s
motive as one of opportunistic feeding rather than vengeance or animosity (Gell 11). As I
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showed above, even though the images may contain the reality of how natives genuinely live,
dress and interact, it is the way these documented elements are arranged that produces a
fabricated reality –an imaginary cannibalism— which ultimately is nothing more than the
resurrection of a traditional, racist, colonial trope of the civilized West versus the savage native.
An ideal reader may say that TGI’s negative depiction of the indigenous is expected
because it is a horror movie. That is, because a horror movie requires a villain, these racist,
colonialist depictions are integral to genre and inevitable. However, horror is the most politically
charged genre and the need for a negative subject does not mean the movie must have regressive
politics, as recent releases like Get Out (2017), Us (2019) and Midsommar (2019) have shown.
Like horror in general, cannibalism in film can be a means for either a retrogressive or
progressive story, depending on how it is constructed and utilized. I am not in any way claiming
Holocaust is the pinnacle of an ideal, progressive product. Quite the contrary, I find the movie to
be highly paradoxical because of becoming at times what it critiques. The movie clearly strives
to depict the Western media’s exploitation of other cultures on individual and institutional fronts.
However, despite attempting to make this critique of exploitation, the movie itself ends up
exploiting others, thereby undermining its anticolonial fervor. The Western crew’s mutilation of
actual animals, to showcase the insolence, cruelty and plunder in Amazonia, is sickening
regardless of whether Colombian tribespeople were going to eat and kill these animals anyway
(Slater 108). Nevertheless, the movie’s central effort remains to ironically denounce the Western
subject as cannibals due to their exploitative, colonialist mentality. Holocaust’s ending where
Monroe utters ‘who are the real cannibals’ as he gazes at the surrounding skyscrapers of New
York City closing in on him punctuates this substratum.
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TGI shades this relatively non-Eurocentric effort of the 70s into its opposite. On this
fundamental level, I find TGI and Holocaust as diametrically opposing. That said, both movies
limit the richness of the logic behind cannibalism as understood by native tribes to a single
purpose. Holocaust’s relatively truthful yet limited portrayal of exocannibalism, despite having
anti-imperialist, anti-colonialist and anti-racist purposes, causes exocannibalism to singularly
define the entire category of cannibalism, and in particular defines Amazonian cannibalism as an
expression of enmity, hatred and aggression. TGI, by refracting the real, constitutes an imaginary
cannibalism that serves to perpetuate a racist, colonialist, Eurocentric discourse. Furthermore,
such depiction “presumes a historical trajectory in which beliefs and practices related to
cannibalism are ‘pre-civilization,’ with civilization being characteristically European and
associated with Western advancement” (Woodard 48).
EOS, on the other hand, subjects these conventional depictions of cannibalism to a patient
deconstruction. An adventure drama, EOS exists in conversation with the traditional Anglo
structures and the tropes of cannibalism that a plethora of action, adventure and horror films,
including TGI, mobilize in exploitative ways. Yet at first glance, EOS’s connection to
cannibalism may not be clear. Therefore, one may think this movie is not about cannibalism at
all. However, I will show that EOS is a movie very much about cannibalism.
Though classified as an adventure drama, EOS is about the horrors colonialism inflicts
upon Amazonians. The film shows colonialism as Europe’s social consumption of the Amazon.
In other words, colonialism is presented to be cannibalistic, and slavery, Christian indoctrination
(aka Christian Cannibalism) and racism are components of this human consumption. From the
perspective of an Amazonian native, we are presented with the “consumptive appetites of
whites” –or what Woodard interchangeably calls “White cannibalism” and “European

145

cannibalism”— personified as explorers, missionaries and rubber barons (31). This concept of
European cannibalism at least as far back as to the writings of Michel de Montaigne’s “Of
Cannibals” and Jonathan Swift’s “A Modest Proposal.”
While cannibalism has served as a metaphor for colonialism, the mere presence of
colonialism in a film does not make that film a cannibal film. For example, Dances with Wolves
(Kevin Costner 1990)– a film about Euro-American settler colonialism – is not a cannibal film.
In Dances, Lieutenant John Dunbar, played by Kevin Costner, is a distraught and disillusioned
Union soldier in the American Civil War. Through a botched suicide attempt Dunbar
accidentally causes the Union to win a battle. In return for his perceived heroism Dunbar is
granted a transfer to a remote, solitary outpost on the Western frontier, which he wants to see
before it disappears. There he gradually develops a friendship with the Dakota Indians and
eventually “goes native” to fight against the US army alongside the Indians. To the extent that
the movie makes a deeply compromised and ideologically complicit critique of colonialism, its
critique does not evoke cannibalism or provide any cue that would associate colonialism with
cannibalism.
EOS is a cannibal film, whereas Dances is not, because EOS contains very specific cues
that associate cannibalism with colonialism. Stylistic cues, such as selective depictions and
references to literal cannibalism – as well as references to carnism, to animal-cannibal figures
from indigenous origin myth, and finally to a different kind of cannibalism (indigenous
cannibalism) – all become the connective tissues between colonialism and cannibalism. In some
respects, these cues in EOS are in line with those of Hollywood films that utilize cannibalism for
a critique of colonialism; it is just that EOS uses the cues more sparingly. Here, a useful
comparison can be made to Antonia Bird’s black comedic horror triller, Ravenous (1999), a film
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about American settler colonials’ dual conquest of Mexico and its indigenous inhabitants during
the Mexican-American War of 1846 to 1848. In Ravenous, cannibalism is made analogous to
colonialism through a story of white settlers becoming cannibals addicted to, and empowered by,
consuming human flesh – somewhat in line with one version of the Native American Wendigo
myth.
Ravenous establishes settler colonialism as a form of cannibalism by first connecting
colonialism to carnism. The movie opens in the midst of a military ceremony prepared to honor
ostensible war hero Captain John Boyd. Yet quickly we learn that something is amiss, as a
flashback reveals Boyd becoming paralyzed with fear, disregarding his comrades’ calls for help,
and playing dead in the battlefield. Immediately after Boyd is awarded a medal for bravery, he
and other soldiers gather around a large table. Each soldier is seated in front of an identical plate
containing nothing but very large piece of bloody, rare steak. While the soldiers greedily gobble
up the meat on their plates, Boyd stares at his steak with increasing discomfort. The CU of his
bloody steak cuts to a flashback of him hiding underneath a pile of dead soldiers’ mutilated
carcasses, where he had been deposited after playing dead, as the blood of the soldiers pours onto
his face and into his mouth. The film then cuts back to a sickened Boyd running out of the
banquet hall to throw up. As we see the very unappetizing image of Boyd’s beleaguered face,
vomit dripping from his chin, the film’s title is superimposed and the film’s theme music begins.
Thus, not only does the film’s opening point to a terrible hypocrisy underlying patriotic
narratives of imperial military conquest, but it does so through a revolting association of human
and animal slaughter that critiques carnism.
Because Boyd and his weak stomach (figurative and literal) fail to live up to the image of
heroism constructed around him, he is banished to a desolate outpost in the Sierra Nevada
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Mountains in the winter of 1847. There, the connection between carnism, cannibalism and
colonialism are further solidified via US soldiers becoming cannibals and finally, in the case of
cannibalism and colonialism, through rather explicit dialogue. After Boyd’s repulsion toward
eating animal meat is followed by him resisting pressure to consume human meat, he and the
lead cannibal, Colonial Ives, argue with one another as a US flag waves in the background. Ives
surveys the surrounding mountain wilderness and proclaims to Boyd
Manifest destiny! Westward expansion! You know, come April, it will all start
again. Thousands of gold-hungry Americans will travel over those mountains on
their way to new lives, passing right through here. We won’t kill indiscriminately.
No, selectively… Of course, we’ve no wish to recruit everyone – we’ve got
enough mouths to feed as it is! We just need a home. And this country is seeking
to be whole, stretching out its arms and consuming all it can. And we merely
follow.
While Ravenous is an explicitly anticolonial cannibal film, in which literal cannibals
personify colonialism, the film’s understanding of literal cannibalism nonetheless is a colonial
construction which has traditionally been used to portray indigenous people as depraved savages
in need of civilizing. Ravenous recasts white, settler colonial Americans as the depraved savages.
Cannibal Holocaust does something less forceful but nonetheless similar by delivering a familiar
representation of indigenous literal cannibalism and comparing it to Western intrusions and
society before rhetorically asking, “Who are the real cannibals?” EOS also engages with
cannibalism to produce an anticolonial film. However, in doing so EOS rejects – rather than
simply inverts – the colonial understanding and construction of cannibalism itself.
One of Guerra’s masterstrokes is his refusal to overtly depict (and consequently reaffirm)
the stereotypical cannibal, whether white or indigenous, on the screen – a stark contrast to
Hollywood cinema. Yet while EOS’s visuals avoid personifying cannibalism in the form of a
visible, literal cannibal, cannibalism remains, suggested by other means. First, whites are
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depicted as sloppy, insatiable carnists, which, as I will discuss further below, alludes to a
mythical animal-cannibal figure. This works to connect carnism and cannibalism. Second, while
we do not see literal cannibals, we see bodies that appear to have been cannibalized – disfigured
and partially dismembered slaves with missing limbs. Their appearance of being devoured by an
unseen assailant brings to mind a parasite eating its host. This visual also brings to mind the
stages of torture and dismemberment within an exocannibalism ritual. In the absence of a visible
literal cannibal, the insatiable white carnists appear as the most likely culprits. Thus the film
evokes cannibalism and associates it with colonialism in ways that are much more subtle than
Ravenous. However, in case all of these more subtle cues were not enough, EOS does include
one instance of literal cannibalism that conforms to the Western conception (although even it
occurs off-screen) and one explicit expression of the Western idea of cannibalism, depicted
critically and revealed as a pretext for colonialism. However, these instances of literal
cannibalism only operate as cues that lead us to an encounter with a very different, indigenous
conception of cannibalism – a kind of cannibalism that is used to bring about the enemy’s
spiritual transformation and healing.
EOS is inspired by the travel diaries of two explorers, the German anthropologist
Theodor Koch Grunberg (1872-1924) and the American botanist Richard Evans Schultes (19152001). The movie tells the story of the voyage these two men took to the Amazon in two
different time frames. These two time frames correspond to Europe’s colonization of the region
for extraction and manufacture of rubber (the first Amazon rubber boom occurred from 1879 to
1912; the second from 1942 to 1945, during World War II (WWII)). Both men are in search of
Karamakate (Nilbio Torres), a young shamanic healer from the Cohiuano, a tribe massacred by
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the rubber barons. Therefore, Karamakate has a deep rage towards whites and any tribes allied
with them, and he prefers to live alone in the jungle.
The movie opens in 1909, when a severely sick Theo (Jan Bijvoet) and his indigenous
helper Manduca (Yauenkü Miguee), who Theo rescued from Columbian slavery, seek out
Karamakate in an attempt to cure Theo. The trio—Karamakate, Theo and Manduca— embark on
a journey through the Amazon to find Yakruna, a sacred flower with medicinal powers that
grows on the rubber trees. This history repeats itself 40 years later when a second white explorer,
this time a botanist named Evan, tracks down an aged Karamakate (Antonio Bolivar) to help him
find Yakruna, which Evan learned about from the now deceased Theo’s writings. Karamakate
agrees to accompany Evan, who presents himself as someone who has “devoted his life to
plants.” The film weaves these two journeys Karamakate takes with the white men, 40 years
apart.
Throughout their journeys across the Amazon, each expedition reveals a different facet of
the white cannibal eating up Amazonia – both the environment and its people. However, unlike
stereotypical cannibals –with their naked bodies, pointed teeth and insatiable desire for human
meat all explicitly on display— white cannibals are absent subjects, devoid of bodies and only
trackable through the traces left on the consumed bodies of indigenous humans and nonhumans.
Thus, elusiveness is a defining characteristic of this different species of cannibal—the white
cannibal. In elusive cannibalism, the cannibal consumes the enemy’s body without ingesting it.
In his study of slavery on ancient Iceland, Carl O. Williams describes slavery as a form of
cannibalistic consumption and likens the master to a human parasite.
This class of the lowly is the source from which the master class draws its
livelihood and leisure. Thraldom [slavery] is a degree of cannibalism. It is a
system of man feeding upon man. The master is a human parasite, who, by the
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right of might, has secured his fellow-men in the bonds of thraldom in order to
feed upon them and to use them for the satisfaction of his appetites. (11)
Just as some parasites are hidden from view, the colonial masters cannibalizing indigenous
bodies in EOS are absent from the screen. On their journey in search for Yakruna, the trio comes
across a rubber plantation site. Manduca seeing the slashed trees through which rubber seeps into
the buckets below, kicks all the rubber filled buckets in rage. Suddenly, a panicked, one-armed,
wretched native rushes from nowhere and starts collecting the spilled rubber back into the
containers (Fig. 33). While the native’s body –tortured, mutilated and disfigured— looks like
partially consumed bodies in all the other cannibal films I have discussed, the cannibals who
have consumed his body are different in that they are virtually absent, like some imperceptible
parasites or flesh-eating bacteria. Colonizers are rendered as elusive parasitic cannibals. This
enables Guerra to verge on the idea of cannibalism without personifying it onscreen.
The aesthetic design of EOS further establishes this elusive phenomenon of
cannibalization while drawing a parallel between the indigenous nature and peoples
conterminously being consumed. The scars on this slave’s back match the scars on the
surrounding tree trunks. Captured in the same frame, these matching scars associate the
consumption of indigenous human and nonhuman (Fig. 34). Similarly, in a scene where
Manduca talks about his enslavement, his scarred back is shown against the backdrop of the
river, and his scars match dark shapes in the churning water, thereby suggesting an affinity
between Amazonian brown bodies and the surrounding nature (Fig. 35). The traces left by
cannibal human parasites on the surfaces of indigenous subjects and objects bridge the
discourses of colonialism and posthumanism, signifying the concurrent consumption of
indigenous peoples and lands.
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Figure 33 The One-Armed Amazonian Slave

Figure 34 Scars that Connect
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Figure 35 Manduca’s Scarred Back
Like Williams, Orlando Patterson conceives of slavery as a relation of parasitism.
However, beyond the interpersonal relationship between a master and a slave, Patterson thinks
parasitism operates on a macrosocial level (“institutional parasitism”) through a collection of
common strategies the white master class employs to maintain control over slaves and to conceal
the abusive nature of slavery (337). Patterson identifies “natal alienation” as a salient feature of
slavery in which slaves are alienated from their natal ties. Slaves are severed from their
genealogical pasts. Having no social existence beyond the master, enslavement means “the social
death of the slave” (38). Slave holders also use camouflaging to portray themselves as highly
refined and free of parasitic appetites.
Guerra’s film suggests the Spanish Catholic mission, which intersects with both state and
capitalist power, to be a parasitic, cannibalistic institution and means of both natal alienation and
camouflaging. The movie features a Spanish Catholic mission twice – first in 1909, when
Karamakate is in expedition with Theo and Manduca, and second in 1942, when Karamakate is
with Evan. In 1909 expedition, the trio stops at an orphanage run by a monk who says he created
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his mission to save children from cannibalism and paganism by converting them to Christianity.
Forbidden to speak their native language and to learn about or practice their local culture, the
children are nataly alienated from their heritage by the monk. At the same time, the monk has
camouflaged his oppression by presenting himself as the children’s savior, even as he physically
abuses them, beating the children with a whip, much as a slaveholder would use to punish slaves.
Natal alienation’s effect is revealed 40 years later when Karamakate returns to the same place,
this time with Evan, to find it has degenerated farther into depravity. The orphans, grown
detached from their generational past, have turned into masochistic acolytes worshipping their
white master, a delusional Brazilian who thinks he is the messiah.
Just as the Spanish mission that over the course of 40 years systemically eradicated and
consumed a native population socially and culturally, the message inscribed on a plaque placed
in this locale (Fig. 36) strips Amazonians of their identity and display “the violence of the letter”
in Derrida’s words (Of Grammatology 101).

.
Figure 36 Media Jujitsu
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The plaque reads:
In recognition of the courage of the Colombian rubber pioneers who brought
civilization to the land of the cannibal savages and showed them the path of God
and his holy church.
Rafael Reyes. President of Colombia, August 1907.
Guerra’s captivating image of Karamakate’s shadow cast on the plaque refers to something that
is absent. The absent referent in this inscription are the indigenous people eaten by the white
cannibal, whose absence is rendered through misnaming them as cannibals, akin to the way
animals are rendered absent by calling them meat. However, Guerra’s captivating image makes
the absent referent present by casting Karamakate’s shadow on the plaque. The erasure of the
indigenous from this image that the shadow designates turns the colonizer’s narrative on its head
–in a kind of media jujitsu— disclosing the plague to be the colonial cannibals’ way of inverting
history to erase their culpability. The silent violence seeps through the inscription like the scars
on the native human and nonhuman bodies. Guerra renders visible the elusive cannibal. Here as
examples before, literal cannibalism is suggested in words, but disavowed in the image in the
lack of any visual cannibals.
Since film is a visual form of writing, TGI is a visual equivalent of this violent inscription
on the Spanish mission plaque because Roth’s film also perpetuates the colonialist rewriting of
history in which Amazonian natives’ histories, cultures and identities are inverted. Roth’s
response to criticisms, in which he positioned his relation to the natives as their caretaker,
resembles the way colonizers related themselves to the colonized in the inscription. He stated,
“My small contribution to Peru was to put roofs on every hut in the village where filmed,
something the villagers had wanted their whole lives, and we gave them nearly a year’s pay for
three weeks of work” (Gell 11). Elsewhere, more emotionally and paternalistically, Roth
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remarked of the film’s indigenous extras, “You bond with all of them. You become friends with
all the kids and all the old people” (Tilly 4).
The colonizers’ consumption of natives coincides with the colonizers’ desire to consume
animal meat. Europe’s transculturation of (cultural consumption) of the Amazon is tied to animal
meat consumption. During the aforementioned 1909 mission visit, the monk invites the trio to
attend the chapel’s community dinner. All attendees are expected to eat cooked fish which is
served by indigenous orphan children dressed up as Christians. Karamakate pushes his plate
aside, exclaiming, “It’s forbidden to eat fish before the rains come!” In this case, Christian
prescriptions of what to eat, wear, say and believe, which are alien to and in violation of local
customs, facilitates the cultural consumption of Amazonians – what Woodard calls “Christian
cannibalism.” Fast forward 40 years, when Karamakate and Evan encounter the Brazilian
messiah, and once again meat comes into play. Right when Evan mentions he is a botanist and
into plants; the messiah interrupts by dipping his hand into a platter of an unidentifiable animal
flesh served by a disciple. The messiah’s intruding hand gesture not only stands for the
colonizer’s encroachment of the native land (and by extension native animals) but also a carnist
culture’s takeover a mostly plant-based culture. Finally, the scene calls to mind the meat served
by the monk 40 years earlier. Thus, animal meat eating becomes an index through time for
Amazonians’ cultural appropriation. Moreover, the appearance of cooked animals becoming
unidentifiable is analogous to indigenous people becoming unidentifiable as they get assimilated
into the Western culture. The loss of indigenous human and animal identity is suggested through
the eating of animal flesh that gradually becomes unidentifiable.
This cultural consumption of the indigenous identity is suggested to be a form of
cannibalization in the following scene: During a communal gathering the Messiah conducted,
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high from his supreme status, he opens his arms on his side and orders his acolytes to eat him
like Jesus Christ. Upon his order, a mob of his disciples close in on him, much like the cannibals
of TGI that closed in on Lars. However, the disciples of EOS literally eating the messiah’s flesh
as an act of Christian communion highlights the cannibalistic nature of the colonizer’s religion.
Furthermore, not only are colonizers introducing a kind of religious cannibalism to indigenous
Amazonians, the conversion of indigenous Amazonians to Christianity is itself an act of
cannibalism. Even though the messiah is devoured by Amazonians, he simultaneously devours
the Amazonians by robbing them of their personhood to satisfy his own ego. Although the
Amazonians’ bodies stay intact, their minds, identities and personalities have been incorporated
and assimilated – therefore cannibalized. Like the previous examples, the movie builds on the
idea of metaphorical cannibalism by linking it to literal cannibalism. But the movie also avoids
replicating the stereotypical cannibal imagery, as the camera that pans offscreen right when
Amazonians start closing in on the messiah. Nevertheless, both the indigenous and white
cannibalism are suggested in the scene.
Not every visual representation of assimilation is automatically a manifestation of the
trope of cannibalism. However, in this particular example, the scene’s depiction of literal
cannibalism within a sequence of cultural assimilation relates cultural assimilation to
cannibalism. Furthermore, the trajectory meat has taken over the years ranging from animal on
one end and human on the other, connects carnism with cannibalism as interrelated occurrences
of consumption. Like indigenous people, indigenous animals are individually and institutionally
consumed. Flesh eating—whether carnism or cannibalism— is portrayed to be a derivate of the
legacy of colonialism.
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Another component of cultural cannibalism, and more specifically Christian cannibalism,
is sexual consumption. Given the viewer’s knowledge of the Catholic church’s actual sexual
abuse cases, the sadistic monk’s physical abuse of orphan children raises questions of possible
sexual abuse as well. Indeed, one scene from the 1909 orphanage sequence contains sexual
nuances. In the middle of the night, the trio wakes up to the offscreen sounds of a child’s painful
cries. In the absence of an accompanying image at first, the cries cause the viewer to suspect
rape. Following Manduca, we walk to the courtyard to the sound’s source and witness the monk
whipping a strained, half-naked child before a crowd of children the monk has assembled to
witness and learn from the punishment. The position of the two subjects—a child tied a wooden
block, standing still with his back turned, and the monk positioned behind the child as he would
if penetrating the child anally— further brings to mind rape. The particular tools the monk uses
to inflict physical suffering upon a subjugated body – a rope and whip – resemble implements of
sadomasochistic sexual behavior. Though there is no evidence of any sexual practice occurring
in the frame, pedophilia nonetheless hovers at the edge of the frame.
The implied homoeroticism of this scene is not unfamiliar. According to Vincent
Woodard, white men developed a homoerotic desire for the black male body during the
transatlantic slave trade and within plantation culture. White slave owners expressed their
supremacy and authority through social consumption (rape) and even literal consumption
(cannibalism) of enslaved black men. In slavery the black male became “edible, consumed
objects” literally and sexually, hence The Delectable Negro (14). The sexual act was a way of
consuming the black body, and therefore a new type of cannibalism, “homoerotic cannibalism,”
emerged that shaped the slave/master relations. The sadism and indirect yet present homoerotic
charge in the whipping scene, casts a doubt in the mind of the viewer as to whether the
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indigenous orphans are also sexually consumed by the white monk. Yet this sexual
cannibalization remains undocumented and elusive, much like the broader colonial
cannibalization of the Amazon.
The scene’s design is also reminiscent of the ritual punishment of African slaves in
plantations. One documented incident Woodard cites from the abolitionist Lydia Maria Child, as
disturbing as it is, provides valuable insight into this similarity. The incident involved Lilburn
Lewis, a Kentucky plantation owner, and George, a seventeen-year-old slave on Lewis’s
plantation. Lewis was a respected gentleman and Kentucky slaveowner until 1826 when he was
discovered to have committed crimes against his slaves and was shunned from his community.
While waiting for his criminal trial he committed suicide (59). George was someone who
frequently resisted Lewis’s maltreatments and was whipped and forced to go hungry quite often
(ibid). One day during collecting water from a spring, he accidentally dropped and broke a
pitcher particularly valued by his master. In response, Lewis gathered all of his slaves in a room
that night. To make an example of George, Lewis “bound him to a wooden plank and in the
manner of a butcher quartered him with an axe and cooked his severed body parts and pieces of
flesh over a billowing fire” (Woodard 60).
George was called up, and by the assistance of his younger brother, laid
on a broad bench or block. The master then cut off his ancles [sic] with a
broad axe. In vain the unhappy victim screamed. Not a hand among so
many dared to interfere. Having cast the feet into the fire, he [the master]
lectured the negroes at some length. He then proceeded to cut off
his limbs below the knees. The sufferer besought him to begin with his
head. It was in vain—the master went on thus, until trunk, arms, and
head were all in the fire. Still protracting the intervals with lectures, and
threatening of like punishment, in case any of them were disobedient,
or ran away or disclosed the tragedy they were compelled to witness. In
order to consume the bones, the fire was briskly stirred until midnight. (Child 2526)

159

A disobedient dependent ritually punished through whipping, the bystanders compelled to watch
the punishment for deterrence, a dependent assisting the master during the ritual, even the
wooden plank the victim is bound to, all associate the orphans’ punishment to the punishment of
African slaves, which, in George’s case, not only included the dismemberment and cooking of
his flesh, but, as Woodard notes, may also have included Lewis ingesting George’s flesh. Hence,
the White’s torture and cannibalization of the Black body, which the movie recalls through
several cues, is mobilized to suggest Whites’ transculturation of Amazonian natives as a form of
cannibalization.
However, TGI denies this crucial historical fact of Whites’ consumption of Blacks.
Jonah, the only Black American in TGI, is, like George, dismembered while still alive,
eventually killed and then cooked and eaten. The cannibal ritual involves his limbs being
chopped off with an axe before he is finally decapitated. However, in the case of Jonah’s
fictional torture and consumption, the perpetrators are Amazonian natives, and the captive
onlookers are all white. And while most of the white captives are eventually killed and eaten,
too, the film’s extremely graphic depiction of this slaughter is reserved for Jonah alone. In this
way, the white Westerners historically eating the poor and enslaved people of color from the
Third World are recast as the victims of Third World people of color. Thus, TGI reverses the
historic and contemporary racist, (neo)colonialist relationship between the First and the Third
World discussed by many scholars including Harper, Woodard and Smith. Furthermore, while
the uniquely graphic slaughter of TGI’s only Black character is orchestrated by the white
American filmmaker Roth, the director erases his culpability by coding the people of color of the
Third World as the culprits, as he tears apart and consumes a Black American, thereby using the
black body as a catalyst for gratifying unapproved, subliminal racist fantasies. Disguised in this
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historic inversion, the white cannibal behind the camera engages in a kind of double racism,
consuming people of color in the US and abroad.
As an alternative to popular co-optations like TGI, in which the image of the cannibal is
built upon an aesthetics of indigenous hunger and bestiality to perpetuate the colonialist
approach to indigenous people, EOS identifies whites to be elusive cannibals, hiding behind a
rhetoric of care as they conquer and consume the Amazonian body through enslavement, cultural
appropriation and even physical extermination. In this latter depiction, the white cannibal’s
engagement with both indigenous people and their environment is linked to a ravenous culture of
carnism, which plunders the indigenous wildlife (animals and plants) and assimilates a mostly
plant-based culture.
5.1

Exocannibalism Revisited: Death Took Place But Nobody Died

As argued above, EOS depicts the enemy, the parasite, of Amazon natives and land as the white
cannibal taking different shapes (rubber barons, soldiers, missionaries, messiahs, explorers).
Attempting to do away with this enemy, Karamakate performs a cannibal ritual that I argue to be
a reconceptualized version of exocannibalism. Contrary to the physical act of exocannibalism
(i.e. eating an enemy’s body) which movies likes Holocaust and TGI depict, an internal
cannibalism takes place in EOS’s ending, whereby the enemy is internally transformed and
incorporated into the native land. In the rest of the chapter I will zero in on EOS’s cryptic and
highly elaborate ending showcasing this type of exocannibalism.
When Karamakate and Evan reach The Workshop of the Gods, Karamakate offers Evan
the only remaining Yakruna, saying they should make it into a Caapi so that Evan can become
one with it; that this is their last hope. Evan refuses the offer and confesses he needs the plant to
make weapons for the war (WWII), given the plant’s high-purity rubber content. As he lunges
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for the plant, Karamakate, now understanding Evan had lied to him all this time, makes it clear
that he will not let the last Yakruna be turned into death and pushes Evan to the ground. Evan
pulls out a knife, threatening to kill Karamakate. Karamakate grabs Evan’s knife holding hand
and pulls it even closer to him encouraging Evan to kill him. Karamakate says he does not care;
that it is his duty to die, but that the Yakruna dies with him. ‘You are a chullachaqui (hollow
man) too, and you’ll be one forever,’ Karamakate says before letting go Evan’s hand. Humiliated
and embarrassed by Karamakate’s words, Evan soon drops the knife. In the hours that pass
Karamakate makes Yakruna into Caapi by the fire for reasons not revealed. When done, he
commences a sacred ceremony on Evan: He starts by drawing circles on Evan’s back with the
Caapi (Fig. 37) as he says:
This is Medora Caapi. The most powerful of all. It existed before creation, before
snake descended. It will take you to see her. She is enormous, fearsome. But you
must not fear it. You must let her embrace you. Her embrace will take you to
ancient places, where life does not exist, not even its embryo.
These circular shapes Karamakate draws on Evan’s back resembles the shape of Uroboros, an
archetypical symbol of a serpent (or a dragon) devouring its own tail, indicating self-cannibalism
(Fig. 38). Uroboros is often interpreted as a symbol for cyclic regeneration of birth, death and
rebirth. The uroboros sign that indicates self-cannibalism marks Evan as both the cannibal and
cannibalized. In other words, the enemy/cannibal can be purged through learning and practicing
self-cannibalism. In Radical Vegetarianism, Braunstein observes fasting to be a form of selfcannibalism, since a body that burns more calories than it consumes is devouring its stored
energy reserves, becoming leaner as a result. In other words, when one abstains from eating
others, one starts eating themself (884). Braunstein proclaims:
Every argument favoring carnivorism can be inferred to periodic cannibalism,
particularly cannibalism upon enemies in times of war, in the same manner that
any argument favoring vegetarianism can be inferred to periodic fasting. (761)
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Braunstein’s quote reveals that every diet involves some kind of fasting. Carnivorous humans
exercise fasting by excluding other humans’ flesh from an otherwise flesh-based diet. Likewise,
vegans exercise fasting by not eating any flesh or animal product. Pescatarians eat only the flesh
of fish. Cannibals, on the other hand, do not practice fasting as they set no limits to what is
edible.

Figure 37 Karamakate Drawing Uroboros on Evan’s Back

Figure 38 Uroboros
In EOS, the carnivore Theo becomes a substitute cannibal of this sort: someone who has
an insatiable desire to consume animal meat and does not have any self-discipline or desire to
fast from eating animals. His cannibalistic/colonial desires are presented as emerging from and
being projected onto an uncontrollable desire for animal meat. Having had to abstain from eating
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flesh due to Karamakate’s prohibitions makes the sick Theo increasingly ill-tempered. At one
point, he can no longer restrain himself. Refusing Karamakate’s constant warnings to not eat
meat and acting under the delusion that eating flesh will benefit his health, Theo rushes into the
lake, catches a fish and immediately bites into it, tearing apart its flesh and eating it raw. His
eyes wide open and teeth exposed, the formerly “civilized” looking Theo is transformed into a
ravenous beast. Holding the torn fish in his hands, he exclaims: “Ah, this river is full of fish! We
cannot possibly end them!”
However, almost immediately after eating the fish Theo’s sickness worsens. He starts
having a seizure on the side of the river. Karamakate and Manduca carry him back to the river
and partially submerge him in its waters to lower his temperature. While doing this, Karamakate
exclaims in anger to Manduca, “They are like ants. They will eat anything and they will die fat.”
Karamakate then turns his attention to Theo and shouts, “You have no discipline! You will
devour everything!”
Karamakate’s association of animals and humans –white men with ants— is utilized as a
means to critique the conqueror’s insatiable desire to devour everything. Notably, this is very
different from the colonialist, racist manner in which TGI utilizes hungry ants. That is, TGI
shows indigenous cannibals partially feeding a person to ants who, like the cannibals devour the
helpless human victim’s flesh, which associates the indigenous with ants to negatively animalize
indigenous people as malevolent subhumans.
Of particular relevance to Karamakate’s admonishment that the white colonizers “will eat
anything and die fat,” Braunstein observes the role of fat and extra calories in carnist ideology.
The greedy consumption of the indigenous animals and land returns back to the human body in
the form of fat.
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Those who eat more than youth's or midlife's share become fat: fat people die
younger, having exhausted their allowance early. Flesh eaters every year require
six hectares of land to feed a cow with grains and grasses that they might feed
themselves with beef, as opposed to lacto-vegetarians vegetarians who need two
hectares to feed a cow grains and grasses that they might feed themselves with
milk, as opposed to complete vegetarians who detour the cow altogether and use
but half a hectare to feed themselves with grains and grasses. Conservation of
soil, air, water, and plant and animal life in general rests most precariously on the
conservation of calories. (206)
Karamakate’s use of the word ‘fat’ refers to conquerors devouring everything around them. But
this is not conveyed in the abstract. It is conveyed through Theo’s unbridled carnivorous desire.
This idea of carnivorism and its further connections to cannibalism is conveyed through
the transgression of humans and animals that parallels indigenous conceptions of animals and
humans. Conklin notes that in many lowland South American cultures (including Wari’) certain
animals are believed to have human spirits. Wari’ call the animal species with human spirits jami
karawa (188). Wari’ see the jaguar as the quintessential jami karawa. Other primary species
Wari’ perceive as jami karawa include but are not limited to white-lipped peccaries, brocket
deer, capuchin monkeys, tapirs, snakes and fish (ibid). Wari’ believe jami karawa exist in a
reciprocal relationship with Wari’. Just as Wari’ hunt and eat jami karawa, the jami karawa kill
and eat Wari’. Thus, in Wari’ culture, humans and animals are more or less equals, and both
become predators and prey interchangeably. Conklin explains that one expression this reciprocal
predation is “the idea that certain diseases are the flip side of hunting: the major animals that
Wari’ hunt and eat have spirits that hunt and eat Wari’, causing people to get sick and die” (182183). This happens when “the animal spirit entering someone’s body and begins to eat it and the
victim’s human spirit may begin to turn into an animal of the same species” (191). Perhaps this
explains the seizure Theo experiences after eating the fish as well as Karamakate and Manduca’s
response. Theo’s seizure not only foreshadows his eventual demise, but the seizure also literally

165

causes Theo to flounder about wildly and gasp for breath, just like the captured fish out of water
he had just consumed. Karamakate and Manduca then attempt to remedy Theo’s condition by
bringing him to the fish’s natural habitat. As they submerge Theo in the very waters from which
he had taken the fish, his thrashing subsides.
Because certain animal species (jami karawa) are believed to be human beings in animal
form, killing and eating these animals means engaging in both carnism and cannibalism (Conklin
182-183). This transgression of carnism and cannibalism is grounded in a fundamental Wari’
tale. According to this tale, an old woman, who was both a jaguar and a ferocious cannibal, was
consuming her own Wari’ kin and devouring them raw. The old woman also possessed the
ability to create fire, an ability that Wari’ later obtained by stealing it from the old woman. Once
Wari’ had fire, they were able to cook and eat animals. However, stealing the elderly woman’s
fire also caused jaguars (which kill and eat humans) and other carnivores to be unleashed upon
the world.
Not only does the fish scene align with the general notion of jami karawa, but it may also
be informed more specifically by the Wari’ tale of the Jaguar-cannibal woman. Shortly before
Theo goes after the fish, he is asleep in a hammock. Mumbling in his sleep, Theo suddenly
wakes himself with a startled shout. Seeing this, Karamakate asks Theo what he dreamt.
Karamakate: Tell me what you dreamed.
Theo: I did not.
Karamakate: You are lying. You saw the eyes of the jaguar.
Theo continues to deny that he dreamt, and this leads directly to Theo accusing Karamakate of
“messing with my head with your dreams and prohibitions.” Theo soon jumps up from his
hammock and violates the prohibition on eating fish. Thus, the reference to the jaguar precedes
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and perhaps anticipates Theo’s animal-cannibal behavior. By violating the food rule, Theo may
be killing and eating a jami-karawa, thereby figuratively turning into the jaguar-cannibal
depicted in the Wari’ tale. The white man (Theo), who rips and eats flesh raw, operates like a
substitute for the mythic cannibal-carnivore-senior.
In these ways the fish scene provides important context, in which the appearances
elsewhere in the film of the sign of Uroboros on white men (in the forms of Theo, Evan and
others) indicate the colonial cannibal’s need to heal themselves through the self-discipline of
self-cannibalism, understood as practicing temperance by limiting his consumption of meat.
Uroboros is among the many symbols that Carl Gustav Jung decrypted. He suggests
Uroboros has an archetypical significance to the human psyche. He considers it to be a symbol of
the self as a union of the internal opposites (the conscious and the unconscious) via the
assimilation of the “shadow” (the dark half of the personality).
In the age-old image of the uroboros lies the thought of devouring oneself and
turning oneself into a circulatory process, for it was clear to the more astute
alchemists that the prima materia of the art was man himself. The uroboros is a
dramatic symbol for the integration and assimilation of the opposite, i.e., of the
shadow. This “feed-back” process is at the same time a symbol of immortality,
since it is said of the uroboros that he slays himself and brings himself to life,
fertilizes himself and gives birth to himself. He symbolizes the One, who
proceeds from the clash of opposites, and he therefore constitutes the secret of the
prima materia which, as a projection, unquestionably stems from man’s
unconscious. Accordingly, there must be some psychic datum in it which gives
rise to such assertions, and these assertions must somehow characterize that
datum even if they are not to be taken literally. (Mysterium para. 513)
The serpent also appears in Paganism with regard to psychic transformation (fig. 39). In pagan
rites, the serpent stands in as a healing serpent, representing the god transfigured (Psychology
para. 184). These renewal rites include being bitten by an animal (presumably a snake), as a
symbolic way of opening oneself “to the animal impulses of the unconscious without running
away” (Psychology para. 186) for the purpose of abolishing the separation between the conscious
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mind and the unconscious and bringing about “a reunion of the individual with the native soil of
his inherited, instinctive make-up” (Psychology para. 174). In other words, the rites meant to
unite the individual with all ancestral life right down to the nonhuman level (animal and mother
nature).
With this in mind, Karamakate, by warning Evan to not run away from the serpent’s
embrace, implores Evan to open himself to his own unconscious and psychic renewal. This is so
his conscious mind does not defend its position and suppress the unconscious. In EOS, an
embrace delivers both symbolism of the serpent’s bite and Uroboros enveloping itself.

Figure 39 Pagan Rites of Transformation with Serpents in the Middle Ages (Psychology para.
184)
The circles on Evan’s back, in turn, indicate that the enemy (Evan) is subjected to a selfcannibalism (self-renewal), for the Western man, submerged in materialism, has shown
antagonistic tendencies against the Amazon. However, unlike literal Amazonian exocannibalism,
in which a hostile outsider is overcome by being physically killed and ingested, Karamakate
guides Evan through a process of psychic death through which he is consumed by the
surrounding world to emerge transformed and no longer an enemy.
Evan’s psyche is subjected to a transformation akin to an alchemical transformation.
Presided by the alchemist (Karamakate), the sick (Evan) incorporates the Caapi orally and
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nasally. The fully incorporated plant causes Evan to enter a trance-like state, in which his
unconscious is activated. A series of enigmatic visions rich in archetypical images and
associations manifest. Somewhere up in the sky we glide over and flow through a variety of
Amazonian landscapes (valleys, rainforest, mountains) amid the sound of hypnotic, distant native
chants. This elevated vision represents alchemical sublimation, in which the dreamer moves from
a lower to higher state of mind. The disembodied, remote chants may suggest the mind’s
regression to a remote past, a deposit of historical antecedents where the individual psyche
converges with a deeper, historical psyche: what Jung calls the collective unconscious. The brief,
upside down image that the scene opened with suggests the mind’s shift to the realm of the
unconscious.
As Evan is elevated to a higher form of consciousness, we witness his mental images.
Some of them are recognizable celestial shapes – stars, constellations and planetary formations—
others amorphous, fluid shapes in motion. It is difficult to determine whether these celestial
images are real or imagined. Are they images of how the universe actually looks or how Evan
imagines the universe looks? This blurred distinction between the universe and the individual
mind resonates with the credo of alchemy – that each human “is a microcosm of the universal
macrocosm” (Endredy 69). Ancient alchemists like Paracelsus often referred to “the stars in
man” – or, as articulated in the Emerald Tablet, “what is below is like that which is above, and
what is above is like that which is below to accomplish the miracles of One Thing” (qtd. in
Endredy 188). Among these abstract shapes is a huge, sun-like ball emanating glowing rays,
directly facing the camera/viewer/Evan (Fig. 40). This shape resembles the Gnostic Goddess of
the seven headed serpent rolling back on itself (Fig. 41), which like the snake that eats its own
tail, indicates the process of self-destruction and renewal.
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Figure 40 A Sun-like shape

Figure 41 Goddess of Fate as Serpent with Seven Heads (Psychology para. 469)
In certain respects, this depiction of spiritual purification has its parallels to literal
exocannibalism performed by actual cannibal tribes. The Great Pandanus Rite, a fertility ritual
Bimin exercise periodically for instance, involves eating the enemy corpse to increase the
fertility of the cannibals and nature. The victim’s body is conceived to be an emotionally
ambivalent embodiment of good and evil, pure and defiled. The cannibal rite’s task is to get rid
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of the negative aspects of the self (Sanday 94). The torturing, killing and dismembering of the
victim are stages for breaking down the victim’s identity into its positive and negative
components. Finally, the pieces of the victim’s flesh associated with negativity are eaten in order
to purify the victim and the participant(s) alike by ridding their selves of those defiled/evil
aspects. Thus, as Sanday argues, for Bimin, the cannibalization of the enemy corpse delineates
the social from the asocial in order to “regulate the asocial” (ibid). Thus, even if EOS lacks the
physical act of eating enemy flesh, the movie is conceptually loyal to the historical essence of
exocannibalism. In contrast, even though TGI depicts exocannibalism in great detail by including
its stages— torturing, dismembering and eating the enemy—these procedures are detached from
their historical meaning and repurposed as expressions of a perverse, negatively animalistic, and
possibly instinctive, culinary desire.
Like the Bimin exocannibalism rite, alchemy is concerned with the purification of the self.
The dismembering of the victim’s body in cannibal rites corresponds to an alchemical process
named divisio, separatio, solutio. Furthermore, the stages of the cannibal rite, whose purpose is
to purify the individual self of its negative aspects, corresponds to laboratory processes
alchemists conduct in a container (hermetic vessel) to transform and purify physical matter—
such as turning base metal into gold—through the alchemic procedures of calcination,
distillation, fermentation and conjunction. Alchemists not only conducted these experiments to
transmutate inorganic matter, but also the organic, living matter of human beings’ minds and
bodies (Endredy 25). Thus, alchemy’s role not only covers the reshaping of physical material but
also “reshaping the physical and inner person” (ibid).
Such an alchemical transformation, where the hero’s self is subject to purification, also is
depicted while Evan is in his trance-like state. An abstract human figure is shown floating among
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red and blue particles, contained within an hourglass shape (Fig. 42). The abstract human figure
is Evan’s ens— his psychic essence in sublimated form. He is inside prima materia, the hermetic
vessel of alchemy, going through an alchemic transformation, from which a new life will
emerge.

Figure 42 The Human Figure in the Alchemical Vessel
As I noted, the red and blue particles in this image also appeared earlier in the vision
sequence. Their subsequent presence within the hermetic vessel indicates that the abstract shapes
they surrounded earlier were also representations of the alchemic procedure. From this
perspective, the sun-like image (Fig. 40) that I previously discussed turns out to be a giant source
of heat calcinating the hero. Calcination, an alchemical process where “a substance is reduced to
ashes by heat and grinding” stands for “burning away of negative aspects of the ego and the
purifying of consciousness” (Endredy 190).
The similarity of this human figure in the hermetic vessel to the archetypal image of
Mercurius’s (re)birth from Mutus Liber (1708) also supports this reading. The latter image
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depicts an immature Mercurius at the center, inside the philosopher’s egg (one of the several
terms for alchemic vessel), elevated to the sky and ripened by the scorching rays of the sun (Fig.
42), which purge from him the corrupting impacts of the world.

Figure 43 Mercurius’s (Re)birth
Moreover, in EOS, the gold color of the human figure and the vessel symbolize
“conjuring out of matter the philosophical gold” (Psychology para 564) – that is, attaining the
purified self, just as alchemists turn crude metals into gold. This human figure then slowly
stretches lengthwise as if melting into the vessel as a rhythmically pulsating offscreen sound
suggestive of Evan’s heartbeat, which had also accompanied several previous shots, now slows
down and finally stops in one final drawn out and slowly dissipating pulse, reminiscent of a
dying breath. Evan’s ens melting into the vessel, corresponding to the alchemic stage of
dissolution, represents the dissolution of his ego into its unconscious element. Purged of the
negative aspects of his personality (his shadow), he has been reborn figuratively.
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Besides a psychic purification, the subject melting into the vessel also means being
incorporated into the Amazon. By presenting a procedure where one party (whether the
unconscious, God in the shape of a serpent or ancestors) devours the other (whether Evan’s
shadow, the enemy or the outsider), this image imbricates self-cannibalism with exocannibalism,
blurring the divide between the two.
Furthermore, this process of transformation not only considers Evan’s cannibalization but
also Karamakate’s. While Evan is undergoing his transformation, simultaneously a young
Karamakate turns into a star in the universe. This transformation recalls the theme of conceptual
endocannibalism found in Amazonian cosmology where at death one or more gods or ancestors
eat the human spirit, which causes the insider to become a god as well. Similarly, the image is
suggestive of Karamakate being immortalized through this process of cannibalization. Both the
insider (Karamakate) and the outsider (Evan), are cannibalized and reborn, thereby blurring the
distinction between exo- and endocannibalism as is the case within Amazonian cosmology, as
Conklin and other scholars have noted. Therefore, EOS transgresses the boundaries between selfcannibalism, exocannibalism and endocannibalism.
However, unlike actual cannibal rites, this visual depiction of incorporation lacks the
physical destruction of the enemy. In her book, From Communion to Cannibalism: An Anatomy
of Metaphors of Incorporation, Maggie Kilgour examines different forms of incorporation,
ranging from literal and material to metaphorical and sublime. According to Kilgour,
incorporation is “a process concerned with embodiment and bringing of bodies together” (6). In
its literal, lower form, incorporation means the physical act of devouring a material body. Eating
is the most basic form of incorporation. According to Kilgour, literal cannibalism is a low form
of incorporation. It is a low form because the act itself is based on division and annihilation as
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one party perseveres by physically destroying the other. One problem with this form of
incorporation is that it nullifies the “possibility of a communion between individuals by drawing
extremes into a catastrophic meeting that is less ‘face to face’ than mouth to mouth” (17). On the
other end of the spectrum is higher form of incorporation, which is a “benign way of including
without consuming” (Kilgour 19). The devoured person is incorporated without being annihilated.

Mental absorption of the other is a high form of consumption. Reading is a high form of
incorporation, according to Kilgour, in which, the reader incorporates the book, and by extension
the writer. This form of identification transcends binaries that opens an opportunity for
communion, as opposed to literal cannibalism. She writes:
Readers can come back to a Symposium, not to be incorporated literally together,
but to partake of a verbal feast they mutually enjoy. Reading becomes a new form
of communion, involving a triple reciprocity, for not only do the readers share the
text among them, but, as it informs them individually and unites them as
a group, so each transforms it. (16)
In this metaphorical form, incorporation means complementarity –feeding each other and
uniting—instead of polar opposition and enmity. In EOS, cannibalism is transformed into such a
high form of incorporation. The outsider (Evan) is devoured by the Amazon body without being
annihilated and in a way that brings about the comingling of West and non-West, human and
nonhuman, beyond constructed boundaries.
During the ritual, the border between human and nonhuman collapses to produce a strong
endorsement of a posthumanist worldview. It was Yakruna, a local flower, which facilitated the
outsider’s incorporation into the native body (Amazon). Similarly, a group of butterflies
enamored by a now transformed Evan that in closing the camera lingers on underscores the
human’s reunion with nature. It seems as though Evan has no inkling of what is going on. He
may in fact be an unconscious variable of an autonomous psychic development.
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Sound foreshadows this posthumanist becoming. The sound of a plurivocal nature
(insects, birds, the wind, river) is omnipresent throughout the movie. These intermingling
nonhuman sounds are laid over the sounds and images of human beings in nature (walking in the
forest, canoeing on the river). Similar to how Altman’s sound style in movies such as Mc Cabe
and Mrs. Miller (1971) conveys a sense of community among people, EOS’s use of sound
establish a connection between humanity and its surrounding nature producing a sense of
coexistence of the two. Color serves a similar purpose. Guerra says the major reason why he
chose to make the movie in black and white was so human and nonhuman will look alike, as
emanating from the same source. He comments:
When I talked to the Amazonian people, I realized that with black-and-white
images there was no difference between nature being green and us being
something else. Every human, every bird, every drop of water is made up the
same in black and white so it was perfectly coherent. I decided the film had to be
in black and white and we had to overcome the expectations of a lot of people, but
we stuck to it. (Guillén)
Color that is meant to illustrate the affinity of human with the nonhuman again changes in the
movie’s climax to mark their posthuman relationship. The movie turns to color during Evan’s
hallucinatory experience, where a human being travels to their uroboric beginning to reunite with
their ancestor, the serpent. In doing so, color underscores humankind’s unbreakable evolutionary
link to the prehuman, to the animal. Concurrently, the process of self-cannibalism that facilitated
humanity’s unification with its own animality becomes a means of freeing the human subject
from the normative vision of the self and embracing “animals as animals ourselves” in an
“interrelational, multisexed, and transspecies flows of becoming” (Braidotti 526-527).
Contrary to EOS’s ending, TGI’s ending breaks down the human-nonhuman binary only to
reinscribe it permanently. Having narrowly escaped genital mutilation (which, in actuality, is
practiced by some people of color in Africa, the Middle East and Asia, but not Amazonians) and
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death, Justine looks out the window over the landscape of the Amazon from inside a rescue
helicopter which is taking her back home. These shots of the Amazon are almost identical to the
ones from the film’s beginning. However, in light of Justine’s horrific experience, the ending
shots now divide the viewer even more from the surrounding Amazonian nature. The helicopter
window operates like a shield that divides the heroine –and the viewer, who has now assumed
the heroine’s POV— from the threatening, alien environment out there. Ironically, the structure
of TGI is as cyclical in nature as Uroboros, where the ending returns to the beginning. However,
while EOS emphasizes the White man’s integration into the non-Western land, TGI’s cyclical
structure emphatically separates the West from non-Western humans and nonhumans.
The POV of the white foreigner, which in TGI functions to separate Western viewers
from the Amazon and its indigenous inhabitants, has the opposite effect in EOS. When
Karamakate is about to blow the Caapi into Evan’s nose, the camera shifts to Evan’s POV, and
we inhale the Caapi as if we were him (Fig. 43). Thus, via the individual (Evan), the collective
Western mind becomes the subject of this psychic transformation. This is how the non-West
cannibalizes the West (the colonizers)— by dispelling the ingrained egoistic, colonial, speciesist
mindset. Indeed, Karamakate’s poignant response to Evan, who is hesitant to drink any solution
from the hands of the man who he just pulled a knife on, articulates the ritual’s goal.
Evan:

I… tried to kill you. I do not deserve this.

Karamakate: I killed you too, before, in time without time, yesterday, 40 years,
maybe 100, or a million years ago. But you came back. I was not
meant to teach my people. I was meant to teach you.
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Figure 44 Evan’s POV—Exocannibalism of the Colonizer
Exocannibalism as a response to colonialism, as in this case, is not a foreign concept
among real cannibal tribes. As Sanday notes, European arrival indirectly caused Bimin to
practice exocannibalism on Oksapmin. Bimin and Oksapmin had been trading partners at peace
with one another, but with the arrival of the Europeans Bimin had become incredibly “dependent
on the Oksapmin that their very identity is threatened” (100). Bimin understood Oksapmin’s
newfound economic and political superiority as resulting from a malevolent act of sorcery
targeted at destroying Bimin culture and fertility. In response, Bimin performed cannibal rituals
on their perceived enemies in order “to transform the identity of Oksapmin victims” and “to
enhance the reproductive powers of Bimin and their pandanus trees” (ibid). Likewise, as I
explained in the beginning, Tupi carried out exocannibalism for combatting their colonizers. For
Tupi, exocannibalism entailed absorbing the colonizer into the native body, physically or
culturally (transculturation), with the goal of assimilating the colonial enemy into the native
body. The purpose, in other words, was for the enemy to go native. With that in mind, an
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intended purpose of the ritual is for Evan to go native. Karamakate declaring Evan a Cohiuano
during the ritual attests to this intent.
At first glance EOS may appear to include familiar problematic elements of colonialist
adventure films. Numerous Western adventure films portray a voyager (often a scientist) who
journeys into the Third World. There he masters the foreign land and recovers its treasures, the
value of which the locals were oblivious. This character takes center stage. The spectator is
sutured into his perspective, and thus into the Western gaze, while locals are usually reduced to
ignorant entities. A variation on this theme is the “going native” trope, in which a broken hero
flees the corrupt white world into native territory and adopts native ways. Often a wise,
sympathetic native helps this broken man regenerate himself and achieve success. Shari
Huhndorf, in her study going native in the context of U.S. settler colonialism, argues that, rather
than destabilizing notions of race, gender and history that support the dominant white culture,
going native naturalizes them. While native peoples are in the story, they are mainly there for the
benefit of the white hero. The hero goes native temporarily, only to find his own ‘true’ identity,
and, in doing so, redeems European-American society. This going native serves to conceal
America’s colonial nature, and to avoid any interrogation of present inequalities (25). This same
effect holds true for the Western figure who goes native in a foreign country. As Stam and
Shohat notes:
The European is enchanted and seduced, but always returns home after having
enjoyed the foreign country/woman without ever questioning his own cultural
values. He goes native but ultimately recovers from “his traveling disorder” to
become the delegate of the virtues of science, technology and modernity. (144)
Karamakate, the native performing a sacred ritual on Evan, the scientist-voyager, may appear as
an instance of indigenous cultural heritage being utilized primarily for the benefit of the
Westerner and, through him, the Euro-American culture more generally. However, in EOS the
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native figure and the ceremony serve a different purpose than in the going native trope. While in
the going native trope the white hero drives the narrative, and his perspective is the point of
identification while the native and their perspective is “more or less incidental to the story”
(Huhndorf 12), in EOS this relationship is reversed. Karamakate’s perspective provides the
film’s narrative center and thus the white audience’s point of identification. We align with
Karamakate and view white characters with caution or aversion. Indeed, the single exception to
this alignment, in which the audience is positioned to identify with the white protagonist – that
is, in the aforementioned POV when Evan inhales Caapi – is an attempt to transform, rather than
affirm, the white man’s perspective – his exploitative, colonialist impulse.
Moreover, in the Hollywood version of going native, the white hero journeys to the
exotic/native land in order to escape a degenerate and corrupt white world. The sympathetic
native exists merely as a plot device to save the white protagonist so he can realize the promise
of a new and better white world. Contrary to this, EOS’s white hero did not travel to the Amazon
to escape a degenerate and corrupt white world. Instead he journeyed there to perpetuate that
corruption. He is someone who desires to consume the Amazon by appropriating its natural
resources. The film thus reveals the voyager figure himself to be the threat, and in doing so the
film critiques conventional depictions of this figure as a pure-minded, progressive, rescuer.
The ritual that I argued to be a form of exocannibalism is an effort to exorcise the corrupt
mentality from the colonial enemy for the benefit of the indigenous society, not the white nation.
Thus EOS’s ending leaves us with a confused Evan wondering through different sections of the
Amazon in search of the Karamakate, much as he did when we were first introduced to his
character, as if he is caught in a loop. This articulates a triumph over the colonizer, who has been
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prevented (at least for the time being) from actualizing his goal, and this outcome provides no
promise of a regenerated Euro-American society.
This is all to say that, even though EOS employs the familiar elements of the Western
voyager in introduced to a non-Western, transcendental experience by a noble, sympathetic
native, the film repurposes these elements to achieve an anti- rather than ultimately pro- colonial
outcome, as the Western voyager is prevented from consuming the native world and consumed
by it instead. It is this anti-colonialist force that departs from prior depictions of the Western hero
and wise native figure, akin to the way Hell’s Final Girl departs from its conventional
counterparts to achieve non-neoliberal ends. Thus in these cases the issue is not whether a film
employs conventions of dominant cinema, but rather to what purpose it directs them. In a kind of
an anthropophagic devouring that appropriate enemy’s force, EOS strategically incorporates
existing conventional elements (the voyager, wise/magic native and indigenous cultural motifs
and myths) into a new synthesis to undermine rather than reproduce the colonialist-masternarrative.
In this chapter I demonstrated how representations of exocannibalism serve different
ideological ends. While Holocaust and TGI both represent literal exocannibalism of indigenous
characters, the former film mobilizes exocannibalism to present a relatively anti-colonial
narrative in which exploitative Westerners are denounced as “the real cannibals.” In contrast,
Holocaust’s reboot, TGI, resurrects a staple of the racist, colonial mentality – a distorted notion
of literal exocannibalism that casts indigenous peoples as primitive savages. EOS, on the other
hand, mobilizes a conceptual exocannibalism (which also encompasses self-cannibalism) to
combat colonial narratives. EOS renders visible the elusive cannibal(s) in the intertwined
colonialist and imperialist mode of thought itself— personified in Western institutions,
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missionaries, explorers— and performs a form of conceptual exocannibalism as a political
strategy to eradicate this form of thought underlying white/elusive cannibalism. In a kind of
composite portrait, exocannibalism collapses boundaries through which colonialist thinking
operates – boundaries between insider and outsider, West and non-West, human and nonhuman–
in order to tie human’s severed connection with each other and with nature.
Interlocking exploitation and consumption of humans and nonhumans is at the heart of
this colonial mindset. Indigenous people are enslaved, exploited and consumed just like
indigenous nonhuman life – a factor that draws a parallel between human’s consumption of
animals (carnism) and each other (cannibalism) in a posthumanist effort. Contrary to depictions
of natives as natural born killers and meat eaters, EOS portrays carnism as a foreign idea
enculturated during the colonization of the Americas, while natives are emphasized to be mainly
plant eaters as a result of their culture favoring co-existence with and respect for mother nature.
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6

CONCLUSION

“Without language one cannot participate in the world of human beings,” writes Lippit (Electric
7). Because animals cannot advocate on their own behalf to people, animals are the excluded
subjects of human history, transposed into the human universe only as something other than
themselves – as myth, metaphor, allegory, etc. On screen they become antagonists in horror,
passive objects in Westerns, anthropomorphs in animation, and so on. Even a straightforward
documentary image of a dying animal may not reveal a piece of truth about the animal(s), as in
the case of Topsy, whose animality was transfigured as an anomaly in order to justify her
execution. Given animals’ narrow options for expression, the closest an animal figure can come
to its own truth is while dying, as Lippit notes.
Animals’ lack of subjectivity is rooted in traditional humanist philosophy and the
Enlightenment each centering the autonomous human subject above, and in control of, all else.
Primacy of humans over nonhumans today informs economies, cultures, science and technology,
as well as our culinary and consumptive habits, and our broader engagement with the planet
Earth. Animals are continually incorporated into practices and artifacts within macro and micro
domains while concurrently being erased.
This lack of animal subjectivity was the impetus for this dissertation. It led me to
examine a film form that I argued can bring animals into human knowledge, and to examine
what aesthetic tools that form uses to mediate the lack of animal subjectivity. I have argued that
cannibalism in cinema, as a form of both literal and metaphorical consumption, has the capacity
to be a powerful means through which animal(ity) can infiltrate human language. This
infiltration is made possible by displacement. This potential arises specifically in cannibal
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movies that exhibit a posthuman undercurrent –exemplified by a strand of my selected movies—
that problematizes and transforms anthropocentric perceptions and attitudes toward animals.
Cannibalism is about humans turning other humans into meat, into a consumable object,
something into which modern humans actually transform animals. The switch in position of
humans from subjects to edible objects generates a boundary crossing between human and
animal. Humans’ animalization provides animals with the linguistic ability to express their truth
through a human proxy who goes through experiences similar to those a food animal would go
through. Depending on the story, cannibals’ victims may represent animals whose bodies are not
only used for food but also for garment, upholstery, science, technologies, etc.
I have argued that posthuman cannibalism may draw upon the human-animal association
directly or indirectly. In more direct associations human victims of cannibals share the fate of
fellow animals, who also are visible in the diegesis and who also were or soon will be victimized
by cannibals, as in the 1974 TCM or the 2003 reboot discussed in chapter 1. Alternatively, the
film may summon consumed animals indirectly as phantom animals, in the absence of a visible
animal in the frame. In this case, animals’ absence within the frame highlights their presence
elsewhere. Likewise, the exploitation and consumption of human bodies by cannibals may
address the material as well as conceptual exploitation and consumption of past and present
animals outside the frame on individual and systemic levels. The frame’s margins also may be
points of contact between the spectator and consumed animals, as if they are haunting a future
humanity which relives, or lives a version of, animals’ horrifying experiences, as in Antiviral in
chapter 2 and Hell in chapter 3. In that sense, cannibal movies inherit a phantom animality, and
the trope may serve as a point of inquiry regarding the consumed animals.
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It is our perception of animals that determines our attitudes towards animals, as Melanie
Joy observes. Cannibal movies have the power to subvert anthropocentric perceptions of animals
by placing human subjects and the aligned audience in the shoes of slaughter animals. Aligning
the audience with slaughter humans, who are about to turn into meat, can generate empathy with
animals in a way that modern humans likely would never experience in real life, due to us being
at the top of the food chain. Associating human meat with animal meat has the potential to taint
carnism and even generate a distaste toward meat and carnism. Besides meat, posthuman
cannibalism’s toppling of carnist perspectives extends to the production of dairy, clothing,
furniture, science and technology (as I have demonstrated in chapters 1 and 2); and to
environmental destruction and commodification of nature under colonialism (chapter 4). As I’ve
also showed in my fourth chapter, cannibalism in film has the potential to reconnect humanity to
its lost animal origins by subjecting the Western subject to a process of self-cannibalism which
combats the dehumanized aspects of the modern humans.
My case studies revealed that movies which frequently bring humanity and animality
together for the purpose of challenging an anthropocentric worldview also place posthumanism
and feminism in dialogue with one another by choosing a female agent to be the proxy for
animals. In so doing feminism’s decentering of man intersects with posthumanism’s core idea of
decentering human. My analyses strongly suggest a direct animal-woman connection, a
connection that existing scholarship confirms where the female body mirrors a visible or
invisible animal body, each of which is objectified in similar ways within patriarchal societies.
While Hollywood tends to depict a female agent, who may also function as an animal proxy, it
usually develops this female figure within the limits of a liberal feminist framework. The Final
Girl figure pitted against a male killer is the quintessential manifestation of this liberal feminist
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ideology. The German-Swiss film Hell, however, utilizes these conventions precisely to surpass
them and the limits of Hollywood feminism, thereby fashioning an alternative emancipatory
imagery. Hell locates the oppression and consumption of animalized bodies at the intersection of
patriarchy and capitalism as they are projected onto a post-apocalyptic future. Instead of a selfinterested individual attaining personal autonomy and victory, the female agent instigates class
struggle targeted at broader economic, political and cultural forces that underpin intra human and
species domination. Altruism and collectivity surface as possible tools for cultivating equality
and emancipation within and across species.
That said, as my analysis revealed, transgressing the human/animal boundary does not
necessarily guarantee counteracting humanist perspectives. While a cannibal film may put
humans in the place of animals, this boundary transgression may be fleeting, and a film may
ultimately reaffirm a carnist outlook on animals, as in The Bad Batch, or to regress to
conventions of animal horror, as in The Green Inferno, TCM (1995) and Leatherface.
What is crucial to my analysis is that cannibalism in its posthumanist application tends to
emphasize the institutional aspect of speciesism. The systemic exploitation and consumption of
animals manifests in cannibals’ identities, evidenced by their rhetoric, tools and localities,
outlook on life and attitudes toward other people. The ex-slaughterhouse workers of the Sawyer
family in TCM, the celebrity meat craving society in Antiviral, the human farming collective in
Hell are all extrapolations of an institutional speciesism projected onto intra-human relations on
individual, social and national levels. This sort of projection reveals the role that capitalism, and
its technologies and institutions, historically serves in the consumption of animals. Meat and
leather are depicted to be integrated industries as the upholsteries of TCM (1974), the human
leather workshop of TCM (2003) and the celebrity skin grafting of Antiviral illustrate. On the
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other hand, movies that are closer to the other end of the spectrum, which utilize cannibalism in
service of humanistic values, tend to elide the systemic exploitation and consumption of animals
in meat industries. In such cases, the slaughter animal is outright dismissed from the cannibal
story, as in 1995 TCM and The Bad Batch. Alternatively, the slaughter animal may still be
depicted but in a way that misrepresents its truth, as in Leatherface, where farm animals are
repurposed to function as figures of horror akin to cannibals themselves. What could have been
key moments of humanity’s (the audience’s) contact with animals and reflection on their
horrifying state of living are instead mobilized to provoke a greater distance from these animals
and their conditions.
My case studies also showed that the posthuman cannibal movies utilize a female agent
who is, without exception, white. While identification with a female subject relates the shared
objectification of women and animals, the figure being consistently white nevertheless neglects
issues particular to Black people, Black women and Black poverty by making whites
representative of all humanity. It is not that issues of race do not come to surface in connection
with speciesism – they do, as I have showcased in my second and third chapter. However, a
white agent ends up representing issues of racial oppression just as she represents issues of
animal oppression. Therefore, even in movies with posthumanist underpinnings where the image
bridges enslaved animals and enslaved people of color, animal oppression’s connection to racial
oppression and each oppression’s origin in patriarchy and capitalism is not conveyed nearly as
directly as speciesism’s connection to sexual and class oppression under patriarchy and
capitalism.
I have also argued that cannibalism, by providing the prospect of being eaten by another
human (which we experience through a posthuman agent), has the potential to rearrange our
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sensibility from a ‘self-oriented’ to an ‘other-oriented’ state. Freedom of the individual and their
kin (family, friends) is by and large, at the center of mainstream post-apocalyptic, disaster
survival and slasher movies. In this way mainstream films promote neoliberal notions of the
individual and freedom, the smallest units of the capitalist market. The postapocalyptic cannibal
movies The Road and The Bad Batch, discussed in chapter three, are two examples of films
promoting such conceptions of the individual and family. However, Hell, has the power to offer
a credible alternative to such conceptions by utilizing posthuman agency and exploiting
neoliberal conceptions to reconfigure their social alternatives. Individual freedom rests on
collective freedom and singularity on pluralism (social self). The choice of a posthuman and
socialist-female agent becomes a means for pushing the boundaries of kinship beyond
genealogical modes of solidarity (e.g. motherhood, fatherhood, sisterhood) to encompass the
solidarity of the oppressed in fighting against gender, class and race oppression under capitalist
patriarchy. “Affinity” is thereby coded “not by blood but by choice,” as Haraway would say
(Manifestly 16). This reworking of kinship expands upon a genetic way of relating and changes
to whom one is accountable. This socialist-feminist and posthuman agency gives birth to new
human beings and a growing unity of humans and animals (and by extension, humans and
nature) at the brink of life on earth, thereby promoting the idea that just as there can be no
individual without other individuals, there can be no species without other species.
6.1

Limitations

Across all my chapters I demonstrated the ways in which cannibal movies systematically place
humans in the place of animals. This position of powerlessness encourages the audience to
reflect on its privilege and confront it with the moral implications of their eating habits of meat
and other consumptive habits of animals. But I recognize that even though the cues are there,
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they may not generate the same, or any, level of moral reflection for everyone. It is quite possible
that some spectators will be more susceptible to these cues than others. This is partly because the
animal that the human proxy represents may not be visible, making it less likely the audience
will make the connection. Therefore, some may pick up almost all these cues and may not reflect
on animal issues, simply because they are not aware that the victimized characters are animal
avatars. Other spectators may notice that they are being aligned with human characters put in the
position of slaughter animals, but they may only entertain this position of powerlessness for its
shock value without any substantial moral reflection. Some spectators may notice these cues yet
resist a self-critique of their meat eating because they justify the act as natural. While others still
may empathize with food animals so much that they might abandon carnism. I can relate to these
probabilities through a personal experience. I presented a version of my first chapter on animalhuman slaughter associations in TCM (1974) at the 2016 CINECRI Conference immediately
before the lunch break. When we returned from the lunch, someone approached me and said they
were unable to eat meat from the open buffet after listening to my presentation. Yet she was just
one person out of an audience of roughly 30 people. All this is to say that even if the cues for
challenging carnism are present –and my case studies attest they are— individual spectators may
respond to them differently. Some will be more susceptible than others.
6.2

Future Directions for Research

One method for addressing my above concern is to conduct empirical research that would
attempt to measure the impact cannibalism in film has on viewers’ eating habits and to assess
how viewers engage with the animal-human meat crossover. This could be accomplished by
having a focus group who would be willing to watch a movie. Upon viewing, one may interview
them or give them a questionnaire to understand whether, and if so, to what extent, cannibalism
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generates empathy with food animals, provokes a shift in perception of meat, or prompts a moral
reflection on their eating habits. This research may help the researcher find out how well the
theory of posthuman cannibalism holds in practice.
My case study films are by no means a comprehensive collection of cannibalism movies.
They are simply a selection to test my theory. I could examine animal-human arrangements in
other contemporary cannibal films (e.g. Raw, Neon Demon, Cloud Atlas, The Hills Have Eyes)
and fictional TV series on cannibalism, such as Hannibal (2013-2015) and (arguably) Santa
Clara Diet (2017-2019). Cannibalism also often appears within zombie apocalypse films and TV
shows, such as in The Walking Dead, the Resident Evil movie franchise, and even video games,
such as the first-person game Resident Evil 7, in which the cannibalistic nature of the Baker
Family draws upon elements from the Sawyer family in the Texas Chainsaw Massacre. Another
next step could be to examine cannibalism within zombie movies in contrast to cannibalism in
cannibal films to see what one does that the other does not.
A reason why viewers may not ponder the moral implications of the cannibal trope in
terms of slaughter animals is that they simply may miss these animal-human crossover cues
during the limited screen time of an hour and a half. Horror films, and cannibal movies in
particular, are high in graphic content, and it is quite possible for viewers to miss these covert
and seamless human-animal meat associations, as they are immersed in extreme gore, and
especially upon their first viewing of a particular movie. While a movie only lasts for about an
hour and a half, a tv show, having many episodes in a row is lengthier, and if viewers are binge
watching that may help them to pick out these cues and patterns of repetition with regards to
association to animal slaughter and meat and trigger an emotional response and a process of
moral reflection on consuming animals. In that sense, extending the empirical research to
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fictional tv series may be worthwhile to look into determining how effective fictional tv shows
relative to movies on cannibalism in viewers picking out the moments of intersubjectivity
(animal-human) and initiating critical thinking about consuming animal meat.
At the outset of this project, I mentioned how cannibalism has been a largely unexplored
area in film scholarship. Having conducted a detailed analysis of a group of films, I feel I have
only scratched the surface. However, I believe I have shown that the trope is worthy of continued
consideration, particularly because its examination can provide a significant contribution to the
question of the animal. By calling into question the naturalized boundaries that divide animals
from humans, cannibalism in film has the potential to provide a foothold for making new ethical
connections between ourselves and animal subjects. Furthermore, this critical insight into animal
suffering opens a passageway to reflect upon human suffering, revealing speciesism’s and
anthropocentrism’s relevance to racism, sexism and classism. I hope my work inspires other
scholars to explore these themes, and I look forward to continuing my own exploration in
dialogue with theirs.
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